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The English used in Malaysia is one of the varieties of New Englishes and this 
variety has emerged due to the spread of English around the world (Platt, et al., 1983; 
Pillai, 2006). In the case of Malaysia, Malay is the national language and standard 
English exists to be the language of an elite (Bao, 2006), also as a language of 
interaction. Over years of playing its various roles as a language of interaction, there 
has emerged a variety of English that is distinctively Malaysian (Asmah, 1992). 
Baskaran (2002) points out that English is now adopted and adapted in the linguistic 
ecology of Malaysia, and all Malaysians should be proud of it with all its local 
‘nuances and innuendos’. Malaysian English today is ‘a rich tapestry of a typical 
transplanted variety of English’. Malaysian English (ME) is one of the new varieties 
of English, with some distinct features include the localized vocabulary, 
pronunciation, grammar as well as pragmatic features (Pillai, 2006; Pillai and 
Fauziah, 2006, p.39). The present study has embarked on a specialised study of 
vocabulary. In particular, it examined the English collocations produced by non-
native speaker English users in Malaysia. The study provided insight into the nature 
of the internal norms of English used in Malaysia to see how these English restricted 
collocations being used by this group of learners. The investigation focused on the 
learners’ productive knowledge of Verb-Noun collocations of their written English 
with the impact of exposure and frequency. Nesselhauf (2003) has the opinion that 
verb-noun combinations are the most frequently mistaken so they should perceive 
particular attention of learners.  
 Investigating collocation in English language learning is paramount as such 
study may inform us on the use of restricted collocations in English language 
teaching and learning in Malaysian context. The findings in Chapter 4 and 5 suggest 
that the frequency of the cloze verb does have an effect as predicted by Kuiper, 
Columbus and Schmitt (2009). This is so because frequency is a measure of likely 
exposure. The more frequent an item is in corpora, the more likely a learner is to be 
exposed to it. What is needed is a much more nuanced notion of exposure. The 
findings in Chapter 6 proves that the malformed collocations make sense could be a 
way of making the World English perspective relevant after all. A new testing 
approach is proposed; semantic plausibility metric, which is used as a tool for this 
study, can be useful used as a measure of vocabulary acquisition as well as looking 
at learners’ test taking strategies.  The findings of the present research on Malaysian 
English collocations contribute new knowledge to the existing understanding and 
literature on the acquisition of collocations. 
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The research to be reported in this thesis examines the acquisition of restricted 
collocations (RCs) by speakers of Malaysian English. This chapter briefly outlines the 
background of both the nature of Malaysian English and the nature of restricted 
collocations, and poses the central research questions to be investigated. The aims and a 
brief outline of the methods which will be used to investigate the research questions are 
discussed. 
 
The English used in Malaysia is one of the varieties of New Englishes, and has emerged 
due to the spread of English around the world (Platt, et al., 1983; Pillai, 2006). English in 
the colonial and post-colonial era has reflected two different paradigms in the Malaysian 
context. A new policy which was established in 1967 promoted Malay as the national 
language. Platt et al. (1983: 5) suggested that this new language policy would encourage 
one to really talk of two kinds of Malaysian English. The first kind is still spoken by 
English-medium educated older Malaysians and some younger Malaysians of Chinese 
Indian ethnicity. The second one is that which is considered ‘new’ Malaysian English and 
is spoken by the younger Malay-medium educated Malaysians (Platt et al., 1983: 5). 
Regardless of the mode as first or second language, English is likely to continue to be 





a language of interaction, there has emerged a variety of English that is distinctively 
Malaysian (Asmah Haji Omar, 1992). 
 
Platt and Weber (1980) have established three levels of proximity to the English spoken 
by native speakers. Platt and Weber proposed that a lectal continuum existed from 
basilect, the sub-variety at the bottom of the continuum to acrolect, the variety at the top 
of the continuum, and mesolect, the variety in between. The acrolect is taken to be an 
idealized Standard British English and has been labeled by Ho and Platt (1993:12) as ‘a 
prescriptive native speaker standard’. In similar vein, Malaysian English is perceived in 
terms of these various ‘lects’ (Baskaran, 1994: 25). According to Baskaran (1994) those 
are the three distinguishable sub varieties of the Malaysian English continuum, namely 
the acrolect (standard ME), mesolect (colloquial) and basilect (broken) varieties. 
Malaysian English is widely referred to as the colloquial variety spoken by Malaysians, 
but according to Gaudart (1997), it actually represents all the sub-varieties of English 
used by Malaysians. Morais (1997) claims that by placing Malaysian English on this 
continuum it is suggested that there is no neat division between the three sub-varieties. 
So, speakers of Malaysian English can be more or less acrolectal or mesolectal, 
depending on a combination of factors. Those underlying factors are decided based on 
whether it is a user’s first, second or other language, the user’s levels of proficiency and 
the context of use (e.g. the purpose, degree of formality, etc). Another factor is the 






The dialectal character of English used in Malaysia is still a subject of debate. Bao (2003) 
argued that Platt’s (1975) and Platt & Weber’s (1980) lectal continuum might be rather 
artificial and not sensitive to context. Bao sees this variation instead as the high to low 
levels of a diglossia, recognizing two distinct and independent varieties; the vernacular, 
informal English as the ‘L’ variety, and the standard, formal English as the ‘H’ variety. 
However, Fraser Gupta (1998) claims that those two approaches, the lectal continuum 
and the diaglossia approaches, are not necessarily in opposition as the former one focuses 
on the native speakers while the other focuses on the behaviour of all speakers in a formal 
context. According to Bao (2006), Malaysia and Singapore constitute a potential site for 
an interesting case study, as they are conditioned by different postcolonial experiences 
and have been through distinct developmental paths (Schneider, 2003). In Singapore, the 
government adopted an English-centered language policy. Therefore English is regarded 
as the administrative language as well as a medium of instruction in schools. Due to this 
an English diglossia has emerged (Bao, 2006). But in the case of Malaysia, Malay is the 
national language and standard English remains the language of an elite. 
 
Baskaran (2002) points out that English is now adopted and adapted in the linguistic 
ecology of Malaysia, and all Malaysians should be proud of it with all its local ‘nuances 
and innuendos’. Malaysian English today is ‘a rich tapestry of a typical transplanted 
variety of English’. Malaysian English (ME) is one of the new varieties of English, with 
some distinct features including the localized vocabulary, pronunciation and grammar as 





features are also described in Baskaran (1987; 1994), Nair-Venugopal (2001), Platt and 
Weber (1980) and Platt et al. (1983). 
 
Given the above, the present study embarks on a study of vocabulary acquisition. In 
particular, it examines the English collocations known by speakers of Malaysian English. 
The motivation for conducting this study is to explore the vocabulary knowledge of 
speakers of Malaysian English as it is assumed that non-native speakers of standard 
English do not share similar advantages to native speakers. It is due the fact that non-
native speakers, particularly adult learners, are normally expected to acquire words rather 
than phrases (Kuiper, Columbus & Schmitt, 2009). In addition to that, Wray (2002) 
claims that non-native speakers acquire individual words separately which later pair for 
correct collocations. 
 
The above notion has call for an urge to examine the lexical collocations acquired by 
Malaysian learners with exposure to both Malaysian English and New Zealand English. 
The study is restricted to Verb-Noun collocations of written English. The objective of the 
study is to assess the influence of exposure to both Malaysian English and New Zealand 
English on the acquisition of English restricted collocations through the educational life 
span. 
1.2 The importance of the study 
In this section I will indicate why this research is worth doing. I will list several studies 





countries as matter of highlighting that these types of studies are limited and disregarded 
especially in Malaysia. I will conclude by proposing that the findings of the research may 
highlight a new dimension of treatment to collocational learning in Malaysia, as well as 
looking at the impact of malformed collocations (Chapter 6). 
 
While vocabulary acquisition and collocation acquisition are considered vital, they have 
been largely disregarded in Malaysia, as shown by the fact that only limited research has 
been done in this area. The research done by Bayatee (2007) examined the cohesion and 
coherence in narrative and argumentative English essays written by 14 Malaysian and 14 
Thai second year medical students at the National University of Malaysia in Kuala 
Lumpur and at Prince of Songkla University, Hatyai, Thailand. This quantitative and 
qualitative mixed type of study has revealed that both Malaysian and Thai medical 
students used more syntactic ties (reference and conjunction) than semantic ties 
(reiteration and collocations). Su’ad Awab (1994) has studied the collocational patterns 
of research proposals, while Nair-Venugopal (2001) has examined the unconventional 
collocations of English words, such as ‘to shake legs’. A study by Kamariah Yunus and 
Su’ad Awab (2011) highlights the collocational competence among law undergraduates 
who are studying at a local university in Malaysia. Ooi’s (2000)  study of collocational 
patterns of Malaysian-Singaporean English has revealed the influence of Asian values as 
several distinctive collocations have been identified by which Asians are likely to put 
stress on order and harmony. And most recently , a study on phrasal verbs (PVs) among 
Malaysian learners of English was done by Rafidah Kamarudin (2013) was done to 





different with the present study as Rafidah was investigating survey or questionnaire 
apart from corpus work. Teachers’ and learners’ feedback were used for data collection. 
The corpus work was based on an existing corpus, English of Malaysian Students 
(EMAS). The overall research was looking at the understanding, perception of PVs, 
problems faced by learners, and how PVs were used in teaching materials. 
 
By contrast numerous studies have been conducted on how helpful the knowledge of 
collocations (and formulaic language) in second language learning in other countries. 
Several studies have been done in Japan (Koya, 2004, 2005, 2006) looking at the 
acquisition of English collocations by Japanese learners. Miyakoshi (2009) conducted a 
study specifically on ESL learners’ collocations. Her study focused on the verb-noun 
collocations by Japanese learners of English. In 1997, Lombard studied non-native 
speaker collocations by looking at the writing of native speakers of Mandarin. Bahn and 
Eldaw (1993) conducted an experiment consisting of a translation task and a gap-filling 
task with advanced learners of English who had German as a native language. Granger 
(1998) analysed the written performance of Advanced French students and found that 
learners overused very frequent collocations but underused creative constructions. Biskup 
(1992) collected interference errors made by Polish and German learners of English. 
There are more evidences of recent research been done in the area of formulaic language 
in general. Studies by Laufer and Waldman (2011) concerning verb-noun collocations, 
Siyanova and Schmitt (2007) on phrasal and prepositional verbs, and Millar (2011) on the 
impact of malformed collocations are among the related studies. Lindstromberg and 





sound repetition commonly manifested in formulaic sequences, namely, alliteration and 
assonance.  
 
Although English has had the status of a second language in the Malaysian education 
system for decades, many Malaysian learners are regarded as error prone in their use of 
English (Marlyna Maros, Tan & Salehuddin (2007); Saadiyah Darus & Kaladevi, 2009). 
Consequently, it is worth investigating factors causing those ‘errors’ or non-native-like 
expressions made by learners. On the same consequence, research by Ang et al. (2011) 
highlighted that the acquisition of phrasal vocabulary, specifically verb-phrase restricted 
collocations can be assessed using an error analysis approach, assessing ‘errors’ made by 
learners. However, for the analysis they applied standard British English norms. Yet, 
what is ideal is that the norms for second language acquisition be a combination of 
aspirational norms, those that the person learning the language aspires to, and actual 
norms, those of a target speaker community (K. Kuiper, personal communication,  
August 2, 2013). Aspirational norms can also be those of teachers, i.e. the norms that they 
wish their students to aspire to. Yet, all aspirational norms are value laden. As such they 
can be judged as to how realistic they are. 
 
The above survey has suggested that the proposed research will make a useful 
contribution to the limited research done on the acquisition of restricted collocations in 
the Malaysian context. The researcher feels that by looking at the collocational patterns 
of Malaysian students’ performance, the features and patterns of learners’ collocations 





For this study, investigating collocational acquisition in English language learning is 
important as such study may inform us on the use of collocations in English language 
teaching in Malaysian context and the local school syllabus. It is intended that the 
findings of the research may provide the knowledge of collocations used locally. It will 
do this by identifying the patterns of collocations used by the Malaysian English learners 
as well as the exposure effect on the acquisition of collocations. Thus, this study may 
lead to a better understanding of the nature of acquisition of collocational patterns of 
written Malaysian English. Furthermore, the findings will shed light on the local norms 
for second language acquisition. This can be achieved by analyzing the verb frequency 
list extracted from the Malaysian English corpus and the BNC, as well as investigating 
the learners’ scores of the cloze testing scores.  This study will also suggest that 
relativised norms are more realistic. A special chapter will discuss these norms further, 
and a new approach to assess the non-native like responses is suggested. In Chapter 6 the 
coding for the non-native like responses are labeled as ‘semantically plausible answers’ 
which are coded using a novel approach and seem to be more realistic. This is how one 
might go about assessing them within the context of Malaysian second language learners 
learning English.  Apart from that, the cloze test instrument devised for this study and the 
corpus which has been developed for it should also prove useful tools in assessing 
‘errors’ or non-native like restricted collocations of Malaysian learners.  
1.3 Aims of the study 
The two studies which have been undertaken in this work adopt a model of lexical access 





2007). This theory along with other relevant theories by Cutting and Bock (1997) and 
Sprenger, Levelt and Kempen (2006) look at how phrasal lexical items are stored and 
retrieved as well as looking at what is acquired. This theoretical framework is necessary 
in explaining how retrieval from the mental lexicon takes place in cloze tests. This model 
is discussed in Section 2.9 of the thesis.  
 
The present research aims to address the following leading questions: 
The first research question addresses the acquisition of restricted collocations of 
Malaysian English among learners in Malaysia. This research question will be addressed 
in Chapter 4.  The main objective of this study is to gauge the influence of exposure to 
Malaysian English on the acquisition of restricted collocations through the educational 
life span. Researchers have different opinions on how collocations are best learnt. 
Schmitt (2000, pp.116) has raised the issue of how language learners are able to acquire 
thousands of word families. Schmitt argued that this amount is probably too large to be 
learnt solely from formal study, so LI vocabulary knowledge is best acquired implicitly, 
through extensive exposure to the target language. This question and its consequential 
hypothesis can be framed as 1. 
 
1. How does the duration of exposure to the collocations of written Malaysian 
English affect the acquisition of Malaysian English collocations through the educational 





The hypothesis to be investigated in answer to this question is that acquisition is 
positively correlated with exposure to RCs as measured by the length of time a learner 
has been exposed to the target language. 
 
The second research question concerns the acquisition of restricted collocations of 
standard English of Malaysian learners abroad, specifically those who are studying in 
New Zealand. The main objective of the second study is to see the influence of exposure 
to standard English during the respondents’ undergraduate studies. The learners’ 
knowledge of restricted collocations is examined to see the influence of exposure to New 
Zealand English, as it is suggested by Randall (1980), Schmitt (1998) and Sӧkmen (1993) 
that learners will acquire more ‘native-like’ phrasal vocabulary as their proficiency 
increases and proficiency can only increase as a result of exposure to the target language 
over time, i.e. it is exposure graded. While this may be the case with many aspects of 
acquisition, it is an open question whether it is also the case with the acquisition of 
restricted collocations by international students. This study will be discussed in Chapter 
5. The relevant research question and hypothesis is 2. 
 
2. How does the duration of exposure to New Zealand English affect the acquisition 
of standard English collocations in Malaysian international students? 
The hypothesis to be investigated in answer to this question is that the acquisition of RCs 
is positively correlated with exposure as measured by the length of time a learner has 






It is assumed that the frequency of a lexical item in corpora is a factor in acquisition 
because the frequency of a lexical item is a proxy for the likelihood that a learner has 
been exposed to the item, resulting in research questions 3 and 4. 
  
3. What role does the frequency of a clozed head verb of a verb phrase collocation, 
as a measure of the likelihood of having been exposed to a VP collocation, play in both 
the case of 1 and 2? 
The hypothesis to be investigated in answer to this question is that the frequency of the 
head verb in corpora of the target language is positively correlated with acquisition. 
 
4. What role does the frequency of a restricted collocation, as a measure of the 
likelihood of having been exposed to a VP collocation, play on its acquisition in the case 
of 1 and 2? 
The hypothesis to be investigated in answer to this question is that the frequency of the 
RC in corpora of the target language is positively correlated with acquisition. 
 
By analyzing the responses of some of the cloze tests in more depth, the research also 
aims to answer question 5. 
 
5. Do learners proceed their strategies by moving through a stage of using a literally 
plausible but unidiomatic phrasing through to the use of restricted collocations? 
The hypothesis to be investigated in answer to this question is that learners do pass 





semantically plausible, i.e. the learner does not understand the clause in which the cloze 
item is found. They then are able to fill the cloze gap with a semantically plausible item 
and lastly, they are able to select the idiomatic filler for the gap. Furthermore the choice 
of fillers will be sensitive to the frequency of the filler in the relevant corpus. 
 
Perhaps the most obvious reason to explain as of why written English has been selected 
as the target for this study due to the fact that lexical phrases are extensively used in 
written texts and definitely this knowledge of vocabulary is a prerequisite for writing (J. 
Li and Schmitt, 2009). Thus, this provides evidence that lexical phrasal play great 
importance for L2 writers. Another reason is that it is the educational target for learners. 
It may be supposed that all the learners are already proficient in spoken Malaysian 
English of various genres. It explains why the corpus used for Study 1 is in standard 
written Malaysian English and that is what the educational system effectively has as its 
aspirational norm for students. Also, it is the source of the verb frequencies as well as the 
restricted collocations used for the test. In that regard, the use of vernacular story with the 
selected restricted collocations appropriately embedded is for the sake of eliciting cloze 
responses from a form that is attractive enough for respondents to want to engage with it. 
If there was a vernacular Malaysian English corpus or even vernacular source of 
vernacular restricted collocations they might be chosen for the test. It is therefore 
considered that the restricted collocations are common to both standard written 






 As can be seen from the above research questions one of the methods which allows for 
the investigation of the retrieval of phrasal expressions is cloze testing (Kuiper, 
Columbus & Schmitt, 2009). Cloze testing is considered one of the best suitable tools in 
assessing language ability, namely second language proficiency and reading 
comprehension skills (Alderson, 1979; Abraham & Chapelle, 1992; Dörnyei & Katona, 
1993; Kobayashi, 2002). The cloze tests designed for the two studies consist of twenty 
cloze gaps in a vernacular narrative to be filled by the participants. The results were 
analyzed in two different binary methods. The first binary analysis supposes that the 
selection of the cloze item is either ‘right’ or ‘wrong’, ‘native like’ or ‘non-native like’. 
The results of this analysis are presented in Chapters 4 and 5. The second analysis is in 
terms of the respondent gap-fills in terms of providing:  
i) an idiomatic response 
ii) a semantically plausible response 
The later analysis is undertaken on the responses in the second study. The details of this 
analysis are reported in Chapter 6. This chapter deals with a fifth research question, 
namely how exactly does the experience of studying abroad impact the sophistication of 
word knowledge and lexical organisation. The immersion period is valued for its capacity 
for extensive exposure and is believed to elevate the progress of vocabulary acquisition 
(Fitzpatrick, 2012). This exploratory study is tested through the frequency of the syntactic 
heads of restricted collocations in the mastery of such items by learners of English. 







A number of tools are required for these studies: the main ones are suitable cloze tests 
and relevant corpora for assessing frequency of the target items. The first study, since it 
deals with the acquisition of restricted collocations in written Malaysian English requires 
the creation of a new corpus, the News Straits Times (NST) corpus, as there is currently 
no large corpus of written Malaysian English which offers a satisfactory representation of 
the lexicon of standard Malaysian English. In fact, the existing Malaysian English 
databases have serious disadvantages not just for the limited size but also because they do 
not form a balanced corpus of Malaysian English. What was observed was that they were 
compiled for small language projects and may consist of several students’ essays and few 
excerpts of news reports as in the case of the ICE corpus of Malaysian project. This 
corpus is still being developed and is untagged.  
 
To this end a large corpus of 19 million words was created to check for word and 
collocation frequencies, since frequency as a measure of exposure and acquisition appear 
to be linked. The frequency list secured from the NST corpus contributed to the 
development of a cloze testing item for the study. The cloze test was later used to 
measure the acquisition of restricted collocations of written Malaysian English in Chapter 
4. A specific discussion regarding the corpus development is presented in Chapter 3.  
 








Study 1(which will be discussed in Chapter 4): The exposure to English in Malaysia over 
the education life course of students in Malaysia will result in increased acquisition of 
standard local English restricted collocations. Specifically: 
i. Learners with more months of exposure to English will perform 
significantly better than those with fewer months of exposure; 
ii. Learners at higher study levels will perform significantly better than those 
from lower study levels (year of study); 
iii. The acquisition of restricted collocations is age-graded, which in this 
sense age is a proxy for numbers of months/ years of exposure to a 
language; 
iv. The frequency of usage of head-verbs contained in verb plus complement 
formulaic sequences is tightly linked to the acquisition of such sequences. 
 
Study 2 (which will be discussed in Chapter 5): The exposure to New Zealand English 
will result in increased acquisition of native-like restricted collocations by international 
students from Malaysia during three years of study in New Zealand  
i. Learners with more months of exposure to English will perform 
significantly better than those with fewer months of exposure; 
ii. Learners at higher study levels will perform significantly better than those 





iii. The acquisition of restricted collocations is age-graded, which in this 
sense age is a proxy for numbers of months/ years of exposure to a 
language; 
iv. The frequency of usage of head-verbs contained in verb plus complement 
formulaic sequences is tightly linked to the acquisition of such sequences. 
Study 3 (which will be discussed in Chapter 6): The relationship between the exposure to 
a lexical item and the learning of that item. The hypotheses to be investigated here are 
that: 
1. Individuals who have the higher scores of idiomatic responses will also have 
higher rates of plausibility for their non-idiomatic responses; 
2. Of the non-idiomatic responses more will be at high end of the frequency 
spectrum. 
1.4   The shape of the thesis 
Overall the thesis has seven chapters discussing the acquisition of English collocations by 
learners from Malaysia. Chapter 2 provides general theoretical background of the notion 
of the acquisition of restricted collocations and how exposure and frequency are closely 
linked to this phenomenon. Chapter 3 discusses the development and establishment of the 
new corpus of Malaysian English which has been used for generating the word frequency 
list for testing the acquisition of vocabulary items. This is a significantly large corpus and 
can be considered as a beginning of a balanced corpus. Chapters 4 and 5 look at how 





exploratory study exploring learners’ selectional patterns favouring particular heads of 
phrases. It is supposed that the production task of filling a cloze gap requires learners to 
fill the gaps of the testing items with either restricted collocations or with semantically 
plausible verbs. The task of supplying the missing verbs leads to retrieving them from the 
mental lexicon and it is assumed that context and some of the constituents can activate 
the missing verbs from the mental lexicon (Jackendoff, 1995). This chapter will present a 
case study where learners’ preferences of head verbs may reflect learners’ exposure to 
particular restricted collocations. 
Having introduced my general research aims, I will conclude the findings of Study 1 and 
Study 2 (presented in Chapter 4 and 5) in Chapter 7. The research in these two chapters 
has focused on groups and the results are cohort results. However, a new constructive 
tool used in Chapter 6 has outlined an approach to acquisition which is focused on 
individual acquisition. I will conclude as well by proposing that the semantic plausibility 
metric which is used as a tool for the study in Chapter 6 has the potential to be used as a 
measure of vocabulary acquisition. So, in Chapter 7, I will present my overall 










REVIEW OF THE RELEVANT LITERATURE  
2.1 Introduction 
This section outlines the background of the nature of restricted collocations and theories 
related to the acquisition of restricted collocations, and later associate this notion with the 
effects of frequency and exposure. I will also outline the theoretical background and look 
at the theories related to the studies. 
 
2.2 Phraseology 
Despite of the fact that ‘Phraseology is a fuzzy part of a language’ (Altenberg, 1998:101),   
special interest has been paid to the field of phraseology (Cowie,1998) for a number of 
years. This is reflected in several works by prominent linguists, for instance Kuiper  and 
Austin (1990), Pawley and Syder (1983), Becker (1975), Bolinger (1976), Coulmas 
(1979), Nattinger and Decarrico (1992), Wray (2002), and Schmitt and Carter (2004). 
The domain of phraseology is variously named due to ‘lack of common descriptive 
approach and no consensus on the analytical procedures to be followed’ (Howarth, 1996, 
6). Although there is no generally-agreed overall term to describe the whole spectrum, 
there is a sign of increasing acceptance of ‘phraseology’ as a convenient name for this 
field of study, and it is seen as a broad and neutral term to describe the phenomenon. 
Thus, the expressions like ‘word combinations’ (Cowie, 1994; Howarth, 1996), ‘phrasal 
lexemes’ (Moon, 1998), ‘phrasal lexical units’ (Glaser, 1998), and ‘phrasal lexical items’ 
(PLIs) (Kuiper, 2009) are given and this is significant evidence that the focus is on the 





becoming increasingly clear that it is an important element of language learning and use 
because both written and spoken discourse contain large percentages of formulaic 
language (Schmitt, 2005). This notion is supported by Erman and Warren’s (2000) 
calculation that 52-58% of the language they analyzed was formulaic. Apart from that, 
Foster (2001) estimated that 32% of the texts studied were found to be formulaic 
language. Moreover, Sinclair (1991) argues that the dominant structure feature of 
language is the idiom principle, rather than the rule-based open-choice principle. This 
model will be discussed further in Section 2.7 of the thesis. 
 
In 1997, Jackendoff examined naturally occurring English data from the TV show 
‘Wheel of Fortune’ (WoF). It showed a significantly high frequency of collocations, 
idioms and ‘prefabricated’ phrases. The WoF corpus has a high percentage of both 
phrases (types) and frequency of phrases (tokens). This leads to the suggestion that 
people may know at least as many formulaic sequences as single words (Jackendoff, 
1995). Likewise, formulaic language is used to fulfill various functions in language use 
(Nattinger and DeCarrico, 1992). These include such (speech) acts as apologizing, giving 
directions and making requests, and they function as a quick and reliable way to achieve 
the related speech act.  
 
Apart from the fact that language includes a significantly a large amount of formulaic 
language serving various functions, these formulas help proficient speakers to become 





with the demands of real-time language production and comprehension while maintaining 
fluency (Coulmas, 1981; Kuiper, 2004; Pawley & Syder, 1983).    
 
Kuiper (2004) suggests that the use of formulaic speech supports fluency. The review 
which was based on Lord and Parry’s work has unveiled how Yugoslavian illiterate oral 
bards composed their poems in real time yet at the same time maintained fluency. This 
difficult task required them to face a mobile audience as well as to react to the 
performance. The key was that they used formulaic phrases and followed known outlined 
plots, and this can only be achieved through exposure. Although the songs had been 
performed before, they were never performed exactly the same way twice. So, their 
unique oral performances reflect how tradition was acquired. Kuiper has drawn a 
significant conclusion from Lord and Parry’s work that it was a theory of language 
acquisition for formulaic varieties of speech. The consequence is that formulaic 
performance takes place where speakers are under pressure. The pressure involved is 
specifically the pressure on poets’ working memory. There are several similar studies 
investigating speech production which look at high-pressure but routine situations, 
including sports commentary (Kuiper and Austin, 1990) and auctioneering (Kuiper and 
Haggo, 1984). 
 
According to Nation (2001), in order to develop fluency, all collocational sequences are 
deemed important and learners should encounter these sequences repeatedly. In terms of 
native speakers, Pawley and Syder (1983) suggest that though native speakers have 





language seemingly beyond these limitations.  Besides, speakers seldom pause in the 
middle of a clause and they can fluently say multi-clause utterances. It is presumed that 
the formulaic varieties of a language can be fluently produced because they are already 
memorized as prefabricated phrases. The phrases are stored as single wholes and are 
instantly available for use without the cognitive load of having to assemble them on-line 
as one speaks (Pawley and Syder, 1983; Kuiper and Haggo, 1984; Kuiper, 1996). Pawley 
and Syder further suggest that our mind uses its vast memory to store these fabricated 
phrases in order to compensate for limited working memory.  
 
Becker (1975) raises the issue that the understanding of memorized phrases, or ‘ready-
made lexical units’ or ‘prefabricated’ lexical units to borrow the term use by Bolinger 
(1976) is actually basic to the understanding of language as a whole. In his argument, 
Becker proposed six major categories of lexical phrases. Those categories are; 
polywords, phrasal constraints, meta-messages, sentence builders, situational utterances 
and verbatim texts. The current terms being used today may diverge from Becker’s, yet 
these subclasses are explicitly laid down and have been a handy guideline for researchers, 
linguists and language users in general. The above research has suggested that lexical 
phrases are real, and there is the possibility that individuals might know more lexical 
phrases that single words (Becker, 1975). 
 
Nattinger and DeCarrico (1992) adapted Becker’s classification by proposing a smaller 
number of classifications which are categorized as polywords, institutionalized 





empirical fieldwork to be done as learners’ phraseological skills are limited, or, in other 
words, they use a very limited number of native-like prefabs and too many foreign-
sounding prefabs (Granger, 1998).  
 
Furthermore, Howarth (1996) presents a very significant study on the use of prefabricated 
language in the production of native and non-native writers of English. A framework is 
developed which focuses on ‘restricted collocations’. Some deviations are found in the 
writing of advanced foreign language learners from that of native academic writing, and 
this is regarded as being due to lack of knowledge of what is conventional in the use of 
academic, field-related collocations. The corpus of advanced learner writing which 
consists of academic essays produced by overseas postgraduate students shows some 
collocational errors made by the students. It suggests that learners do not approach the 
phenomenon from the same direction as native speakers. And it is found that the existing 
published teaching materials offer very little help as they fail to recognize the nature of 
collocations.  
 
Granger (1998) provides comparative analyses of word-combinations in the writing of 
native speakers and foreign learners of English. The aim is to identify the norms 
implicitly recognized by native speakers and to demonstrate and explain how the usage of 
foreign students departs from them. The study is concerned with the analysis of 
phraseology in the written English of advanced foreign students. The author is interested 
in identifying the phraseological norms implicitly recognized by native speakers. This 





compares native and non-native varieties of English with the hypothesis that learners will 
make less use of prefabricated language (collocations and formulae) than native speakers. 
 
Overall, the above research illustrates that formulaic language does not just facilitate 
social interaction, its use is also closely related to fluency and language functions. It 
summarizes that formulaic sequences are an important element of language use. 
We turn now to the vocabulary for phrasal lexical items itself (Wray, 2002) i.e.  chunks, 
formulas, multiword units, collocations, etc., and types. All these really depend on the 
degree of fixedness, institutionalization/ conventionality and opacity/ non-
compositionality (Moon, 1997, p.44). This is reflected in Moon’s (1998) three macro-
categories of phrasal lexemes: anomalous collocations, formulae and metaphors. Her 
study reveals that many phrasal lexemes are frozen in particular transformations, such as 
the passive. Moon’s established typology is simply a way of classifying a wide range of 
various types of ‘fixed expressions’. 
 
The notion that lexical items are categorized into two subcategories is clearly discussed 
in Kuiper (2009). There are structurally simple lexical items and structurally complex 
lexical items. The structurally simple items are monomorphemic, where they have only 
one meaning-bearing element. Word structure and syntactic structure are the two 
elements which determine the structure of the structurally complex lexical items. Kuiper 







Despite of the various terms given, researchers are investigating the same phenomenon: 
the study of word combinations (Howarth, 1998). The focus of this present research is 
restricted to the aspect of phraseology that is significant to the needs of second language 
learners of English, in particular their use of collocations. This study is chiefly concerns 
restricted collocations. 
 
2.3 What is collocation? 
Collocation has come under the spotlight as one particular area of vocabulary research 
which has been seriously discussed from the standpoint of language use and language 
learning for the last few decades. The initially most influential work done by Palmer 
(1930s) and Firth (1957) has motivated other scholars to explore the phenomenon further. 
In relation to that, many linguists have focused not on each word in a sentence, but on the 
combination of words in terms of productivity (Wray, 2002; Moon, 1997, 1998; Koya, 
2005; Howarth, 1996, 1998). 
 
According to Firth (1957), collocations play an important role in a word’s meaning, and 
are defined as follows: 
 
The statement of meaning by collocation and various collocabilities does not 
involve the definition of word-meaning by means of further sentences in shifted 
terms. Meaning by collocation is an abstraction at the syntagmatic level and is not 
directly concerned with the conceptual or idea approach to the meaning of words. 





collocation with night. This kind of mutuality may be paralleled in most 
languages. (p. 196) 
 
Firth highlights the point that collocation refers to co-occurring associations of two or 
more lexemes in a specific range of grammatical constructions, and that mutual 
expectancy of words is a distinguishing feature of collocations. Other researchers who 
agree on similar notions are Sinclair (1966, 1991), Bollinger and Sears (1968) and Carter 
(1987).  
 
The following definitions of collocations share a similar attribute; they involve at least 
two or more words. For example, Sinclair (1991: 170) defines collocation as ‘the 
occurrence of two or more words within a short space of each other in a text.’ Bollinger 
and Sears (1968) point out that collocations are normally acquired relatively late through 
the process of L1 vocabulary acquisition. Carter (1987) has described collocations as a 
group of words which co-occur repeatedly. Jackson (1988) uses the term collocation to 
refer to the combination of words that have a certain ‘mutual expectancy’, and his 
definition therefore excludes clichés which are regarded as ‘ossified collocations’. 
Fellbaum (2007) defines collocations as lexical entities consisting of words that tend to 
be found together. The words are thus associated strongly enough to qualify them as 
‘fixed expressions’.  
 
The term collocation is not yet fixed (Miyakosyi, 2009) and is confusing (Moon, 1998, p. 





phraseological units (Gläser, 1986), word combinations (Cowie, 1994), and phrasal 
lexemes (Moon, 1998). Despite differing labels, researches are, more or less, 
investigating the same phenomenon: the role of patterning other than grammatical 
patterning of words and phrases in communication.  
 
The present research will adopt Kuiper’s (2009) term ‘phrasal lexical item’ as his 
comprehensive approach best defines and describes the language phenomena that the 
researcher will be studying. According to Kuiper, ‘each PLIs is a lexical item with its 
own entry in the mental lexicon of a speaker who knows it.’ (p. 18). All PLIs are 
restricted collocations. Restricted collocations are phrasal lexical items where the 
grammar and the semantics of an expression can have a number of words which function 
in a position but only a subset is lexicalized. In this sense, the term PLIs is considered as 
a superordinate term which is given to describe similar phenomenon of words 
combination e.g. phraseological units (Gläser, 1986), and phrasal lexemes (Moon, 1998).  
 
2.3.1The importance of collocations in language learning 
“People do not speak in words, they speak in phrasemes” (Mel’čuk, 1995: 169). 
 
Corpus research has shown that the presence of phrasal vocabulary is ubiquitous 
(Nattinger and De Carrico, 1992: 66; Kuiper, Columbus & Schmitt, 2009) in both the 
spoken and written discourse of native speakers (Altenberg, 1998; Howarth, 1998 Kuiper, 
2004). As regards the size of the phrasal lexicon, Kuiper (2009) has suggested there 





Columbus & Schmitt, 2009) in the lexicon of a native speaker. Pawley and Syder (1983: 
213) claim that the number of ‘sentence-length expressions familiar to ordinary, mature 
English speaker probably amounts, at least, to several hundreds of thousands’. In addition 
to that, Benson, Benson and Ilson’s (1986) collocational dictionary contains over 90,000 
entries. Jackendoff (1995) states that the number of fixed expressions stored in the mental 
lexicons are at least of the same order as the number of single words. Not withstanding 
such estimates, it is hard to gain a reliable idea of the size of the PLIs in the mental 
lexicon of individual speakers (Newsome, 2005; Kuiper, Columbus & Schmitt, 2009).  
 
Wray (2002) has outlined few functions of  formulaicity where these sequences appear 
able to enhance fluency of speaker’s output (by reducing the processing load), though the 
case of learners might not match the native speakers.  However, the processing advantage 
of formulaic language can also be exploited by learners to increase fluency. Another 
function is that speakers are able to express their identity as an individual as well as a 
member of a group. In addition to those functions, J. Li and Schmitt (2009) have 
suggested that the result of learner frequent use of these sequences would become 
defining markers of fluent writing thus later would fit the expectations of readers in 
academia. Also, these sequences make the learners’ task easier due to that they are 
dealing with the ready-made sets of words. 
 
Given the significant functions of PLIs, it is not surprising that they are regarded as 
increasingly important in both first and second language vocabulary acquisition in all 





significant part of vocabulary acquisition for native speakers. It is therefore significant 
for the acquisition of English by native speakers and non native of English. Consequently 
collocation has become an important area of vocabulary research (Koya, 2005) as well as 
language acquisition research.  Howarth (1996) highlights the importance of collocation 
for second language learners as follows: 
 
They can be considered most centrally involved in the process of composition at 
clause level, therefore potentially a sensitive indicator of learners’ acquisition, … 
(p. 24). 
 
Howarth (1998) found that imperfect control of idioms and collocations can have a 
significant effect on the effectiveness of student writing which may not meet the stylistic 
expectations of the academic community. He suggested that in fulfilling the very 
demanding requirements of academic assessment, even advanced non-native writers tend 
to fail to communicate effectively their understanding of the subject matter due to 
incomplete linguistic competence.  
 
Other researchers (Bahn & Eldaw, 1993; Bahn, 1993; Channell, 1981; Willis, 1990) have 
discussed the importance of collocations, and they agree that learners must master how 







 One of the ways in which the study of collocations has come to the fore in the last few 
decades has been through corpus-based research. Corpus-based research on collocations 
is not new. A British linguist, H.E. Palmer (1933) undertook corpus-based research on 
recurrent combinations of English words which led him to the conclusion that there were 
unrecognized patterns of word use in everyday language which hardly fit into either of 
the traditional categories of lexis or grammar. This research has motivated and inspired 
other researchers (Crystal, 1987; Halliday, 1966), particularly specialized in computer-
assisted analysis, to carry out more research in this area. Later those unrecognized 
patterns were named collocations.  
 
The term collocation was first introduced by Firth in 1957 (Koya, 2005) and it is known 
as a ‘Firthian’ term (Kjellmer, 1982: 25; Fernando, 1996: 29; Nation, 2001: 317). It is 
defined here as ‘actual words in habitual company’, e.g. pouring rain, or in statistically 
significant proximity. In relation to this, Benson (1990) viewed a collocation as an 
arbitrary and recurrent word combination. Smadja (1993) believes that collocations are 
difficult to translate across languages, or even across different dialects or varieties of 
English. Ooi (2000) has extended this observation by suggesting that collocations or 
multi-word patterning of different single concepts represent or even express the reality 
and values inherent in a speech community.  
 
While collocations have been widely recognised as an important part of vocabulary 
acquisition (Howarth, 1996, 1998; Sinclair, 1991; Nation, 2001), this finding has not 





educational linguists should have emphasized the importance of drawing learners’ 
attention to standardized collocations as there are numerous reasons why a command of 
these restricted collocations in L2 is believed to be beneficial to learners. Boers et al. 
(2006) and Stengers et al. (2010) highlight the fact that mastery of standardised phrases  
such as collocations not only aids learners to become proficient speakers as they attain a 
native-like command of the language (Pawley and Syder, 1983), but also facilitates 
learners’ fluency under real-time conditions (Skehan, 1998; Wray, 2002). On the other 
hand, while this knowledge of collocations has been recognized as an important aspect of 
language learning (Howarth, 1998; Nation, 2001), many studies have shown that mastery 
of collocations has created a difficulty for learners even at advanced study level (De 
Cock, 2004; Granger, 1998; Nesselhauf, 2003; Siyanova & Schmitt, 2007; Wray, 1999). 
Howarth (1998) reports that advanced non-native writers may fail effectively to 
communicate their understanding of a subject matter due to incomplete linguistic 
competence in its subject matter codes (Pawley, 1991) rather than because of academic 
weakness. Howarth’s study analysed ten essays written by international students who 
were attending an MA course in the UK. Nine of them were teachers of English as a 
second or foreign language, while one taught German to English-speaking children. They 
came from eight countries; Botswana, Burkina Faso, Germany, Greece, Hong Kong, 
Japan, Taiwan and Thailand. Scarcella (1979) similarly found that the thirty advanced’ 
ESL respondents in her study had difficulty acquiring common verbal routines.  The 
cloze test instrument used in her study was also tested as a pilot study conducted with a 
group of adult ESL students. The test scores of these two groups were both found to be 






In this thesis similar research trajectories will be applied in a different language setting 
and context, Malaysia, where the English spoken is one of the varieties of New 
Englishes. 
 
2.4 Restricted collocations 
A number of definitions are given to describe restricted collocations. As Kuiper (2004: 
51) highlights, restricted collocations appear in all types of speech and can be defined as 
‘pairs of words which occur together in ways that are more restrictive than the grammar 
of the language requires’.  Restricted collocations are not formulae as they are not 
restricted by anything accept for their meaning.  Kuiper uses as examples give offence 
and take offence. The only ‘acceptable’ verbs used by native speakers of English are 
‘restricted’ to these two verbs. It is impossible to use donate offence or accept offence.  
 
Apart from Kuiper, Howarth (1996) describes research done on phraseological 
performance of non-native writers of English in academic writing, in which the findings 
are significant for the study of collocations. Howarth’s definition of restricted collocation 
is as follows:  
 ‘combinations in which one component is used in its literal meaning,  
 while the other is used in a specialized sense. The specialized meaning  
 of one element can be figurative, delexical or in some way technical  
 and is an important determinant of limited collocability at the other..’ 






In defining restricted collocation, Cowie (1991: 102) describes restricted collocations as 
‘word-combinations in which one element (usually the verb) has a technical sense, or a 
long established figurative sense which has since lost most of its analogical force’. He 
discusses few examples such as run a deficit, abandon a principle, or champion a cause, 
in which the object noun limits the choice of verb to only one or two. Moon (1998: 27) 
sees that this kind of collocation occurs where ‘a word requires association with a 
member of a certain class or category of item’. She further proposes that they are 
semantically and lexicogrammatically restricted. Moon shares Aisenstadt’s (1981) 
concept of ‘restrictedness’ by stating that a word contains a particular meaning only when 
it is collocated with certain other words. Aisenstadt (1981) refers to these occurrences as 
restricted collocations and provides the examples of face the truth/ facts/ problems. 
 
In relation to that, Granger (1998) investigates restricted collocations which focus more 
on amplifiers functioning as modifiers of adjectives. The findings show ‘sharp 
differences between native and non-native usage’ (Cowie, 1998: 13). Her study finds that 
completely and totally are significantly overused by the learners. To summarize, 
restricted collocations involve preferential selection of word combinations where the 
combinations are arbitrary, and they might also be idiomatic (Kuiper, 2009). 
 
 
The present study mainly focuses on verb-noun lexical collocations. In part this is 





verb phrase idioms are the most frequent fixed expressions in the Hector Corpus. Cowie 
(1992) also reports the percentage of verb phrase idioms and restricted collocations in 
news stories and feature articles to be around 40 percent. Verb-noun combinations are 
regarded as key combinations in producing clauses and sentences, and they are the most 
often selected in the previous empirical research (e.g. Bahn and Eldaw, 1993; Bahns, 
1993; Biskup, 1992; Nesselhauf, 2003).  These studies have suggested that more focus is 
to be placed on verb-noun collocations, since it is the verb that causes the greatest 
difficulties for learners.  
The acquisition of verb-noun collocations (e.g. make a mistake) causes great difficulties 
to (adult) L2 learners due to several reasons (Boers, Demecheleer, Coxhead and Webb, 
2014). It is typically found that learners tend to substitute the verb in the collocations by 
an unconventional choice such as e.g. do a mistake. A study by Laufer and Waldman 
(2011) found that there hardly any differences in productive knowledge of verb-noun 
collocations between lower and upper intermediate groups of EFL learners. And for the 
substitution case it is more likely due to the interference from the mother tongue 
(Yamashita and Jiang, 2010; Nesselhauf, 2005). Apart from that, learners may not 
possibly see the needs to attend to the verb in interpreting the phrase. Learners may find 
the verb contributes relatively little to the semantics of some collocations. The slow 
uptake of verb-noun collocations by learners may lie in the lack of distinctiveness of the 





Thus, what is needed most is multiple encounters with a verb-noun collocation are 
required for the learners in establishing a firm association between the particular verb and 
the particular noun.  
2.5 The acquisition of phrasal vocabulary by native and non-native speakers 
In discussing the acquisition of phrasal vocabulary of native speakers, Peters (1983) 
proposes that formulaic sequences play a highly significant role in the language 
acquisition of some children. An additional finding is that children who use a Gestalt 
strategy for language learning tend to make use of formulaic sequences regardless of the 
length or size of the units they can acquire. In fact, it has been found that quite lengthy 
strings of adults’ formulae can be treated as a single unit by a child (Plunkett, 1993: 44).   
 
It is assumed that there are two types of formulaic sequences in child language 
acquisition (Peters, 1983: 82; Hickey, 1993: 29; Wray, 2002: 106). The first is 
underanalyzed strings which are sequences which adults understand to have a more 
complex structure than a child does. The second one is referred as fused strings, 
utterances which the child first uses whole and then segments them into components. 
After that the child analyzes or ‘recreates’ and stores them whole. The later strategy is 
considered using shortcuts and requires little processing attention as the strings are 
holistic in nature. 
 
Since children are exposed to many formulaic sequences in their input, a conflict may 
arise regarding what to analyze and what to store holistically. Wray (2002: 130) suggests 





need analyzing for social communication. In this sense, children would prioritize analysis 
only when the need arises. In effect, many word strings would remain unanalyzed and be 
retained as single units, thus maintained into adulthood. This need-only analysis will later 
lead to dual storage, where simple units or individual lexical items and formulaic 
sequences are stored together. 
 
Many studies have shown that formulaic sequences are important aspects of language and 
language use in second language (L2) studies (Kuiper, Columbus & Schmitt, 2009). In 
studies such as those undertaken by Spöttl and McCarthy (2004), Nesselhauf (2003), and 
Schmitt, Dornyei, Adolphs and Durrow (2004), learners are found to be able to produce 
formulaic sequences in tests designed for them. Spöttl and McCarthy (2004) revealed that 
14 Austrian multilingual learners were highly capable of selecting the correct formulaic 
sequences for a context. These learners were tested using a multiple-choice test of 
formulaic sequences. Another similar finding regarding learners’ successful reproduction 
of formulaic sequences was a study by Schmitt, Dornyei, Adolphs and Durrow (2004) 
where the participants, postgraduate students, were found to have the knowledge of 16.84 
out of 20 formulaic sequences measured with a multiple-choice test.  
 
However, apart from these good results of high performance by L2 learners, there is also 
evidence that formulaic sequences tend to lag behind and that their acquisition seems to 
be difficult for learners (Siyanova & Schmitt, 2007; Altenberg & Grenger, 2001). In fact, 
Laufer (2000) mentioned that learners often intentionally avoid using these forms. 





escape from having to recall a phrasal lexical item. With respect to this, Wray (2002: 76) 
proposes that non-native speakers acquire individual words which are later paired for 
idiomatic collocations. This scenario shows that paying more attention to words than 
sequences might give learners more ‘power’ or sense of control over the second language 
they acquire.  
 
The art of using formulaic sequences effectively is not a simple task for learners (Wray, 
2002: 171). As De Cock (2000) also found, some formulaic sequences tend to be 
overused, underused or even simply misused by learners. Thus when L2 users write or 
speak in a target language, their performance may be perceived as non-native like due to 
their limited command of acceptable lexicalized phrases. They often confine themselves 
to a limited range of familiar vocabulary items or produce expressions that sound odd, 
unidiomatic, or unintentionally amusing, and may write less fluently and idiomatically 
than natives do (Miyakoshi, 2009). Pawley and Syder (1983) claim that L2 learners are 
not aware of the importance of formulae in a second language acquisition, and they at the 
same time do not have sufficient collocational competence. If there is insufficient 
exposure to formulae then they need to parse an incoming sentence. They parse an 
incoming sentence in order to find out what the sentence means. They probably know all 
of the words of the sentence and understand what that particular sentence means. And in 
that sentence there is a restricted collocation. What they frequently hear is sit an exam, 
and the verb sit is used. But they never hear do an exam, but there is no negative evidence 
(K. Kuiper, personal communication, 22 July, 2013) that native speakers do not say do an 





position, is not the conventional verb used in this context? Since there is no negative 
evidence, this knowledge must be received from frequency effects. Yet, how many times 
would be sufficient enough?  
 
Clearly it is difficult when the verb which is head of the restricted collocation is 
infrequent by itself. If learners tend to hear this verb in a restricted collocation and not 
much elsewhere, then it totally depends on the frequency with which they hear the 
restricted collocation. But we know that restricted collocations are, by comparison with 
the frequency of single words, infrequent.  
 
2.6 The importance of frequency approach in lexical studies 
This section will look at how and why corpus frequency is a significant matter in 
vocabulary acquisition. The discussion will also provide insights into the relationship 
between the frequency of collocations and their learnability. It will be suggested that 
frequency is a proxy measure for the likelihood of a learner being exposed to a 
vocabulary item, including a phrasal lexical item such as a collocation. 
 
The methodology of using a corpus or corpora is now well established. The areas of 
research utilizing corpus-based methodology include lexicography, pragmatics, stylistics, 
psycholinguistics, as well as literary studies. A corpus-based approach can also be 
applied to many aspects of linguistic inquiry. Having a systematic approach to the study 
of lexical and grammatical collocations allows this method to be adopted by researchers, 





from a language. Specifically, the ‘insights from corpus research have revolutionized the 
way we view language, particularly words and their relationships with each other in 
context’ (Schmitt, 2000: 68). They include looking at the relationship between frequency 
and collocations. Large corpora, i.e. Nation’s (1990) list, are required to make such a 
study possible, at the same time avoiding painstaking and tedious hours of manual labour. 
Yet, in using corpora for linguistics inquiry, we need to bear in mind the cautions voiced 
by Biber’s (1989) study of the difference between written and spoken corpora. When 
using corpora to investigate written language it is also necessary to bear in mind the 
possibility that restricted collocations are more likely to be used in spoken language than 
written language (Shin, 2007).  
 
It is impossible to judge how many words individual people are exposed to as there are 
no records of personal corpora, i.e. corpora ‘in the head’ containing everything that an 
individual has heard or acquired. So, the only accessible corpora are the ones containing 
texts of a more general kind, i.e. text corpora. Thus, in this sense corpus frequency is 
taken as a proxy for the probability that a language learner has been exposed to a lexical 
item. Frequent collocations will therefore be the most useful because ‘frequent 
collocations have greater chances of being met and used’ (Shin and Nation, 2008). Shin 
and Nation also found that ‘the shorter the collocation, the greater the frequency’. Their 
study revealed that two-word collocations make up 77 percent of the total number of 






We might thus ponder how important collocations are in classroom learning? It is not 
simply because they exist that they deserve teachers’ and learners’ attention. The 
justification is that if the frequency of a collocation is high and it occurs in many different 
uses of the language, then it deserves attention (Nation, 2001). Added to that, frequent 
collocations deserve teachers’ and learners’ attention if their frequency is equal to or 
higher than other high-frequency words (p. 325). 
 
Vocabulary acquisition is generally known to be sensitive to the frequency of vocabulary 
items (Ellis, 2002; Kuiper, Columbus & Schmitt, 2009; Read, 1988; Schmitt, Schmitt & 
Clapman, 2001; Schmitt & Schmitt, 2012; Schmitt, 2010; Trembley, Baayen, Derwing & 
Libben, 2008). In Nation’s most recent study (2006) the frequency-based approach is 
highlighted, yet this notion has tended to contradict his established view on vocabulary, 
highlighted in Nation (2001: 1-12, 2011: 12-13). Nation breaks vocabulary into four 
categories: high frequency words, academic words, technical words and low frequency 
words. Even so in this sense high frequency vocabulary is considered as an essential band 
for language learners.  
 
Since vocabulary frequency in corpora is a continuum, breaking it into bands is more or 
less arbitrary. So, while Nation has two frequency categories, the first at the top of the 
vocabulary frequency scale and the low frequency for the rest, these have been given 
similar treatment. But it is necessary to also highlight the importance of the middle 
frequency range of the vocabulary. Schmitt and Schmitt (2012) illustrate the importance 





Schmitt and Schmitt (2012) the high-frequency English vocabulary includes the most 
frequent 3,000 word families
1
, and the low frequency band has been lowered to the word 
families beyond 9,000. These redefined boundaries are differently labelled than those 
viewed traditionally by researchers and language practitioners (Nation, 1990; Schmitt, 
2000). Specifically, Nation’s (2000) Most Frequent Words list where high-frequency 
vocabulary consists of the 2,000 most frequent word families, and the low frequency 
vocabulary is ranged from any words beyond the 10,000 frequency level. The frequency 
boundaries by Schmitt and Schmitt (2012) are quite similar to Kuiper, Columbus & 
Schmitt’s (2009) frequency of lemmatized verbs where the three frequency bands are 
structured in the same way but the frequency range is ranked into four categories, with 
high frequency vocabulary divided into light (or de-lexicalised) verbs (Grimshaw, 1990) 
and non-light high frequency verbs. The four categories are classified as shown in Table 
2.1 
Table 2.1 Categorization of verbs in Kuiper, Columbus & Schmitt (2009) 
Category Frequency criterion 
High frequency light verbs (HL) Appearing in the top 1-3,000 words in the 
MFW lists (as words). Note that light verbs 
are also higher in frequency than the other 
high frequency verbs 
High frequency lexical verbs (H) Appearing in the top 1-3,000 words in the 
MFW lists (as words) 
Medium frequency lexical verbs (M) Appearing in the 3,000-5,000 word list in 
the MFW lists (as words) 
Low frequency lexical verbs Not appearing in any lists 
                                                     
1
 A word family includes a root form (select), its inflections (selected, selecting, selects) and its derivatives 





A study by Cobb (2007) has provided significant insight supporting the frequency 
distribution. This study, which is related to frequency and incidental acquisition, targets 
about 30 words where the distributions are 10 from each of the 1,000, 2,000 and 3,000 
levels. The aim is to see how often they occur in a 517,000 word extract of the Brown 
written English corpus. The results suggest that the 3,000 level (rather than 5,000) is the 
lowest frequency which can be considered to be in the high frequency level in terms of 
word learning. The second section of the study utilizes a corpus of just under 300,000 
words which is assembled from Jack London’s stories. The results reveal that the stories 
contain 817 word families at the 3,000 level, yet only 469 of them occurred six times or 
more while the remaining word families occurred five times or even fewer. It further 
illustrates that 3,000 word level is the optimum level where high frequency is to be 
ranked. In fact Schmitt & Schmitt (2012) observe that 3,000 word families represent an 
important milestone in language development, and thus identify the 3,000 level as a 
significant criterion for pedagogical use.  
 
The next word level, labelled as mid-frequency vocabulary (Schmitt & Schmitt, 2012), 
represents the words from 3,000 until 9,000. They further discuss that this word level is 
not often addressed pedagogically though it is seen to have considerable importance and 
benefits for pedagogical purposes. This level is also addressed by Coxhead (2000, 2011) 
as the Academic Word List (AWL).This AWL is extensively used in English for 
academic purposes (EAP) classrooms, in various vocabulary tests (Schmitt, Schmitt, & 
Clapham, 2001; Nation, 2001; Coxhead, 2006; Schmitt, 2010) as well as being used as 





are extracted from a written academic corpus of 3.5 million running words. To make this 
clearer, the graph below represents a common conceptualization of vocabulary frequency 
(in Schmitt & Schmitt, 2012) 
 





 High frequency vocabulary  AWL   Low frequency  
(frequent in all discourse) (frequent in academic   vocabulary 
discourse)   (rare in all discourse) 
Note:  
AWL- Academic Word List 
 
Based on this conceptualization, Coxhead’s Academic word list is ranked as ‘middle’ 
frequency of the vocabulary and the level subsequent to that band is low frequency 
vocabulary. This principle is ‘parallel’ to Schmitt & Schmitt’s (2012) approach to 
vocabulary frequency where there are three vocabulary levels and the nature of the 
frequency distribution is as represented below: 
 
Figure 2.2 Schmitt & Schmitt’s (2012) approach to vocabulary frequency 
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Yet, it cannot simply be concluded that low frequency vocabulary is the subsequent band 
beyond those two levels (high frequency and the AWL vocabulary), as the first 3,000 
word families of high-frequency vocabulary also include members of the AWL (Schmitt 
& Schmitt, 2012; Hancioglu, Neufeld & Eldridge, 2008). The most recent and relevant 
studies by Schmitt & Schmitt (2012) and Nation (2006) have proven that the low 
frequency level can plausibly be ranked as vocabulary beyond the 9,000 band (9,000+).  
 
The above literature supports the approach taken in the present study of making the 
relevant word frequency list by ranking the verbs in 3 frequency levels: high-frequency, 
medium-frequency and low-frequency. So, the present study will adopt the above 
frequency levels with the additional insight of splitting the higher end of the high-
frequency level as ‘high light’ frequency verbs (Grimshaw, 1990). In addition to that, the 
present research adopted not the word families as the frequency distribution, but instead 
used lemmas. 
  
2.7 Vocabulary acquisition and the effects of exposure 
It is reported that the size of English language vocabulary is ranged from a half million to 
over 2 million words (Crystal, 1987), and the estimation of word family unit counting 
based on Goulden, Nation and Read’s (1990) calculation in Webster’s Third New 
International Dictionary (1963) found that it contained about 54,000 word families. Both 
are considered huge numbers either counted by individual units or by word families. The 
task of native acquisition of a usable proportion of such a large vocabulary can thus be 






The problem is greater for second language learners. Pavlenko (1996) claims that 
exposure to the culture and the L2 language may affect learners’ language processing. It 
is said that the shared concepts and the cultural values of the L1 and L2 languages may 
influence and enhance the processing to be faster and more accurate (Kosmos, 2006; 
Masoomeh et al., 2012). In the case of L1 acquisition, difficult tasks or high-pressure but 
routine oral performances such as performing in real-time in language production, i.e. in 
the case of oral poetry, storytelling, auctions and sports commentaries, are possible and 
can be achieved through frequent exposure to the relevant varieties. Once the culture and 
traditions are assimilated these oral productions are able to be presented fluently. It seems 
therefore that frequent exposure enables speakers to produce quality language production. 
It should be the same case with frequent exposure to learning a second language, where 
frequent exposure may be the result of quality learning. According to Fitzpatrick (2012) 
exposure seems to elevate the progress of vocabulary acquisition. That study reveals how 
the experience of studying abroad impacts the sophistication of word knowledge and 
lexical organisation.  
 
According to Schmitt (2000) vocabulary is acquired through two main processes known 
as explicit learning and incidental learning. Explicit learning focuses attention directly on 
the information to be learned, i.e. the study of words. This approach allows for more 
opportunities for acquisition to occur though it might be time-consuming. Some 
researchers tend to agree that explicit learning of vocabulary may be responsible for most 





Eyckmans, 2004; Boers, Lindstromberg and Eyckmans, 2014; Lindstromberg and Boers, 
2008a; Webb and Kagimoto, 2011). Yet, the later approach may centre the learning 
through exposure, where learners’ attention is focused on the use of language. This type 
of learning can be achieved when learners use language for communicative purposes. 
Yet, this is considered a slower process and requires a learner to be exposed to a great 
number of texts as well as interactions in order to come across lower frequency lexical 
items. The lower frequency lexical items may also be genre related, i.e. phrasal lexicon of 
aircraft maintenance engineers (Newsome, 2005) thus it may not predict exposure well.  
 
Incidental learning is a main approach of acquiring vocabulary in an L1 (Nation, 2001; 
Schmitt, 2000). However, for second language learners both explicit and implicit types 
are required (Nation, 2001; Schmitt, 2000; Waring and Takaki, 2003). The focus should 
be laid on teaching or learning a certain target of important words, i.e. the most frequent 
words in a language; technical phrasal lexical items should come later (Schmitt, 2000).  
Hence, the infrequent ones should be left to incidental learning, i.e. exposure. Indirectly, 
in order to accelerate incidental learning it is necessary to increase the amount of 
exposure to the target language and the required genres. It is seen that the effects of 
repeated exposure tend to offer gains of incidental vocabulary learning. However, 
exposure is commonly seen as a major problem in second language learning as 
insufficient exposure may affect vocabulary learning.  
 
So, how much exposure do learners have to a particular item of phrasal vocabulary and 






There are various suggestions on how many encounters are needed to learn an unknown 
L2 word. Rott (1999) suggested that six encounters are needed where Horst, Cobb and 
Meara (1998) found that eight encounters are sufficient. On the similar consequence, 
Saragi, Nation and Meister (1978) suggested 10 encounters, Webb (2007) recommended 
that more than 10 encounters are required, and Waring and Takaki (2003) found that at 
least 20 encounters are needed to incidental learning of a word. In a recent study by 
Webb, Newton and Chang (2013) on incidental learning of collocation, it is found that 
the more often a collocation is encountered the better the chances of it being recalled in 
the post-tests. The results suggest that the number of encounters has a positive effect on 
learning, thus 15 times is considered as an ideal number of encounters. Durrant and 
Schmitt’s study (2010) indicates that repetition may have an effect on learning 
collocations incidentally in the similar way that it does for single-word item.  
 
It is found that context may have been the reason for the contrasting results of encounters 
needed to learn an unknown L2 words or phrasal items. And for sure a clear definition of 
context in research is required when comparing the results from different studies. 
 
2.8 Vocabulary acquisition in Malaysia 
In this section we look at Malaysian English in the context of various kinds of English. It 
is important to do so since it allows for an assessment to be made of what kinds of 






Kachru (1992) has categorized the spread of English into two different diasporas. The 
first category involves extensive numbers of migrations of speakers of English from 
British Isles to countries like Australia, New Zealand and North America, while the 
second category mainly involves Asian and Africa contexts, where the new sociocultural 
contexts were present and influenced the way in which English was spoken. Kachru has 
categorized the users of English based on a model named Concentric Circles (Kachru, 
1985, 1992).  
 
In this model there are three circles or groups labeled by Kachru: Inner Circle, Outer 
Circle and Expanding Circle. Countries like New Zealand, Australia, the UK and the US 
are grouped as the Inner Circle. Countries such as Malaysia, Singapore, India and Nigeria 
are part of the Outer Circle where English is used as a second language. Countries like 
China, Korea, Japan and Taiwan are grouped as the Expanding Circle because English is 
used among several other languages of communication. Thus, such a view has serious 
implications for the way English is conceptualized in the world context. As Kachru 
(1996) highlighted in his argument, what is now pertinent is ‘Englishes’ rather than 
‘English’. English has a multiplicity of norms, both endocentric and exocentric, with 
multiple identities in creativity, and separate sociolinguistic histories and contextual 
functions. 
 
It is important to note that in outer circle languages, contact conditions have partially 
merged languages, cultures and values. While it is interesting to see that these 





varied in terms of grammatical innovations and tolerances, lexis, pronunciations, idioms 
and discourse (Kachru, 1992). In fact, there are collocations with different frequencies of 
occurrence. As an evidence, a list of collocations (refer Table 3.1) with different 
frequencies listed on page 63 of this thesis.  That list suggests that even the collocations 
are the same as standard English in form, they have different frequencies of occurrences. 
 
In this context the present study will examine the use of restricted Verb-Noun 
collocations, such as does wonders, crack (a) joke and give (a) hoot by second language 
users of one of these new Englishes. The study focuses on the factor of exposure to 
English, both the new English of Malaysia and an inner circle English, to see whether the 
length of exposure to English affects the acquisition of restricted collocations. This is 
because knowing a language involves more than having the knowledge of its central 
linguistic elements. It also incorporates the knowledge of the idiosyncratic properties of a 
language, such as formulaic sequences, which often reflect the culture of its native 
speakers’ way of thinking, feeling and interacting (Makarova, 2010). In this sense, the 
researcher’s aim is to deepen the understanding of Malaysian speakers’ use of English 
collocations with the emphasis on the second language users’ written language.  
It is quite common to observe in most English proficiency subjects at tertiary level in 
Malaysia that learning collocations is part of the syllabus. As for example English 
subjects like English for Communication 1and English for Communication 2 in 
University Utara also seem to take collocational learning seriously. Browsing through 
primary school’s text book (in this case is Year 3 English textbook) verb phrase might 





normal to be practiced. What is quite common is that the use of cloze testing is part of the 
most commonly testing procedures. Thus, it is worth investigating these areas as they 
have received considerable attention by this group of second language users. 
 
2.8.1 Language policy and situation in Malaysia 
The issue of language and nation building 
This section provides background information on language policy and the situation in 
Malaysia. Malaysia is a multicultural country and is used to experiencing the problems of 
standardization and standard language which include spellings and rules of speaking 
(Asmah Haji Omar, 1992). Added to that, the problems have created a beautiful linguistic 
scenery in Malaysia.  
In order to understand the acquisition of a second language such as Malaysian English, it 
is important to see such acquisition in its socio-cultural context. The language situation in 
Malaysia may be described as multilingual and broadly diglossic (Asmah Haji Omar, 
1992), as the population of Malaysia comprises different ethnic groups, namely the 
Malays, Chinese, Indians, others (Portuguese, Baba’s etc.) and the Indigenous peoples. 
The verbal and speech repertoires of these different ethnic groups are varied and would 
include a native tongue and a second or third language, besides dialects.  For this diverse 
linguistic community, Malay is the sole national and official language (Hafriza 
Burhanudeen, 2006). Malay has been legislated as the official and national language of 
Malaysia and should be used by individuals, by groups, private or public agencies in 
every field and activity of life. Ooi (2000) claims that ‘Malay is both the de jure and de 





English played the role of official language in Malaysia until ten years after the Malayan 
Independence of 1957 (Asmah Haji Omar, 1992). The Language Act of 1967 established 
English as the second most important language for Malaysia and it is currently taught in 
schools. The Malaysian government is aware of the fact that English is the global lingua 
franca, or language of wider communication (LWC) and therefore it is acknowledged as 
the language used in business, science and technology. English, French and other 
languages of wider communication (LWCs) are considered the world’s business 
languages and provide effective means of communication.  
Although English came to be used in Malaysia with colonial occupation, the end of the 
colonial period did not mean that English disappeared. The government itself was 
responsible for allowing the continuity of English in Malaysia for certain official events 
and in certain domains. The fact that English has been retained shows the intention to 
continue its use for the purpose of nationism.  
The concept of nationism and nationalism in language planning as well as language use 
has been raised by Fishman (1968). Nationalism has been defined as ‘the process of 
transformation from fragmentary and tradition-bound ethnicity to unifying and 
ideologised nationality’ (Fishman, 1968: 41). Asmah Haji Omar(1992) points out that 
nationalism is the matter where self-identity and group identity are developed through a 
common language, while nationism is a matter of efficiency or group cohesion. In this 
sense, Asmah believes that Malaysia has achieved nationalism through its national 
language, Bahasa Malaysia or Malay, and at the same time English has made nationism 





concepts, rather they are supposed to embrace one another. However, when language is 
of concern the concept of nationalism and nationism can become a matter of conflict 
(Alis Puteh, 2010). The issue of symbolic and pragmatic purposes will arise in 
implementing the national language of a country. Apart from being a global language of 
communication, English at the same time not does not want to be seen as downplaying 
Malay as the national language (Shameem Rafik-Galea and Mohd Salleh, 2003).  
 
Malaysian Education policy 
In the Malaysian context, Bahasa Melayu or Malay has affirmed its role as the national 
language as well as being the medium of instruction for schools and other public 
education institutions. Yet, the reality is that the private education institutions use English 
as the medium of instruction. This might be due to the fact that English is still seen to be 
the language necessary in order to compete in this age of globalization. However, to place 
English as a second language is considered by some scholars as a major mistake. As 
Shameem Rafik-Galea and Mohd Salleh (2003) suggest that the relegation of English to 
that of a second language caused the standard and use of English to decline drastically. 
Thus, Malaysia like many countries belonging to the Outer Circle has to cope with the 
declining standards of English. 
Such views have led to the realization of the need for a change in language planning and 
policies in order to face globalization. As Malay is given the liberty to grow without 
restriction, English has also been promoted as a co- language which contributes to the 
nation’s growth and success. Shameem Rafik-Galea and Mohd Salleh (2003) suggest that 





the year 2003 the Ministry of Education gave English the privilege of becoming pre-
eminent in some domains. The teaching and learning of science and mathematics is in 
English (or PPSMI to use the Malay acronym), was introduced by the fourth Malaysian 
Prime Minister, Tun Dr Mahathir Mohamad. The policy aimed to improve the command 
of English as well as to prepare the nation for the rapid changes of the future. Initially, 
the implementation only involved year one of both primary and secondary school levels, 
and lower six form of upper secondary level. It was expected that the cycle would be 
completed by the year 2008, and by the year 2009 and 2010 all public institutions at 
tertiary level would continue using English for these two subjects. Because the sources of 
science and mathematics are in English, it was assumed that the students would at the 
same time master the language. However, this policy had been ‘rejected’ by most 
Malaysians as Malay should be taught and learnt at schools and tertiary levels. In 2011, 
the Ministry of Education announced that Malay was officially the language for teaching 
and learning mathematics and science, and it is going to be fully implemented by 2016 
(press conference, 9 November, 2011). This seesawing language policy seems to have no 
end.  
This study is indirectly looking at the effects of PPSMI policy on the learners of English 
in Malaysia. Since it was implemented in the year 2003, a total of ten years of education, 
it is worth looking at. The form five students who are at the age of 17 in this study have 
experienced the policy from year 1 of their primary school level. This study may not be 
exclusively looking at the effects of using English for science and mathematics but since 





learning English at schools. On the strength of this exposure it may be supposed that 
more restricted collocations have been acquired.  
2.9 Theoretical framework of the study 
This section discusses the nature of collocation and restricted collocations as well as 
looking at the theories related to the study. 
This study adopts Sinclair’s (1991) model of the way words occur in a text. As mentioned 
before, Sinclair has outlined the distinction between the open-choice principle and the 
idiom principle.   The open-choice principle is where language text is seen as a series of 
choices where the only limitation on choice is grammaticalness (pp. 109). This principle 
is often referred as the ‘slot-and-filler’ model with the idea that language is creative and 
operates simultaneously on several levels. Therefore, a wide variety of possible words 
can be filled into each ‘slot’. Sinclair claims that this could probably be traditional way of 
describing language. The idiom principle proposes that a language user has available to 
him or her a large number of semi-preconstructed phrases that constitute single choices, 
even though they might appear to be analyzable into segments’ (p. 110). The idiom 
principle illustrates the fact that there are patterns or regularities in how words co-occur 
with each other. Within this view, recalling the earlier discussion, collocation is defined 
as the occurrence of two or more words within a short space of each other in a text (pp. 
170). The pervasive nature of the idiom principle is significant enough to highlight the 
importance of collocation. This also suggests that there may even be a larger number of 
phrasal items as compared to individual words, as the idiom principle is argued to be 





Apart from Sinclair, Nation (2001) defines collocations as closely structured groups 
whose parts frequently or uniquely occur together. And collocations are expected to 
contain some element of grammatical or lexical unpredictability or inflexibility (p. 324). 
For this study, this research applies the term ‘collocation’ in the Firthian sense of the 
habitual co-occurrences of a group of words (Sinclair, 1991; Ooi, 1998).  
Together with the above concept, Howarth’s  model of a continuum (1998) will be 
applied. Howarth (1998) assumes that lexical items in these categories do not have 
definite boundaries, rather they are ranged on a cline from pure idioms to free 
combinations as outlined in Figure 2.1. 
 
Figure 2.3 Howarth’s model of continuum (Howarth 1998: 28) 
 
----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------  ----------------------------- 
Pure idioms                  Figurative idioms           Restricted collocations      Free combinations 
[blow the gaff]             [blow your own trumpet]         [blow a fuse]              [blow a trumpet] 
[under the weather]      [under the microscope]            [under attack]                   [under the table] 
 
 
The leftmost extreme of the continuum contains pure idioms, followed by figurative 
idioms and restricted collocations. The rightmost extreme contains free combinations also 
known as pure syntactic constructions. These categories do not have definite boundaries, 
but rather reflect shifting proportions of semantic and syntactic characteristics. These 
categories are later used as guidelines in selecting the list of restricted collocations for the 





within the corpus i.e. NST corpus) though there are several statistical ways to measure 
association e.g. mutual information. MI is a statistical measure proposed by Church and 
Hanks (1990) to estimate the degree of association between words. Unfortunately, the 
present study appears not to use it since the manual search done for the study is assumed 
to be sufficient and accurate. In other words, the approach for the collocational selection 
list is based on the phraseological standpoint where it uses lexical criteria such as the 
degree of fixedness. 
 
Lexical items can be broken into groups based on their compositionality- whether or not 
the meaning they express is the sum of the meaning of their parts. Non-compositional 
items are idioms, while among the compositional items are collocations and clichés. The 
meaning of a collocation can be predicted (semantically compositional), however it is 
nevertheless particularized (Mitchell, 1971). In contrast, idioms are different in that they 
have meanings that cannot be predicted from the meanings of the parts. The term idiom 
and idiomaticity carry a rather different meaning.  Yet, when we talk about idiomaticity, 
it is actually a matter of degree. 
 
Apart from Howarth’s model of continuum, this study is adapting the notion that most 
researchers agree upon, namely that there are two basic kinds of collocations: 
grammatical or syntactic collocations, and lexical or semantic collocations (Bahns, 1993; 
Biskup, 1992; Benson, 1985). Benson’s fundamental distinction on the basis of word 
classes will be used in classifying collocations. Benson (1985) has classified collocations 





Grammatical collocations consist of a dominant word, usually a noun, an adjective, or a 
verb, plus a dependent word such as a preposition or a grammatical structure such as an 
infinitive or clause. Lexical collocations, in contrast, consist of content words only, such 
as nouns, verbs, adjectives, and adverbs not including prepositions, infinitives, and 
clauses. Lexical collocations consist of two ‘equal’ components, such as Verb + Noun, or 
Adjective + Noun.  
 
The present study focuses on the restricted collocations that are headed by verbs, not 
auxiliary verbs. The researcher will only consider Verb + Noun collocations in verb plus 
complement constructions as part of this study. Table 2.2 and Table 2.3 illustrate the two 
major components of collocations. 
 
Table 2.2 The subtypes of grammatical collocations (Benson, 1985) 
Type of Grammatical Collocations Examples 
Verb + Noun (to) make a decision (to) take notice 
Adjective + Preposition different from, curious about 
Adjective + Preposition + Preposition fed up with 
Preposition + Noun for sale, on time 
Dative movement transformation She sent the book to him/ She sent him 
the book 
 
Table 2.3 The Subtypes of Lexical Collocations. (Benson, 1985) 





Verb + Noun (pronoun, prepositional 
phrase) 
(to) reach a verdict 
(to) revoke a license 
Adjective + Noun reckless abandon 
Noun + Verb alarms go off 
Noun + of + Noun a bunch of flowers 
Adverb + Adjective deeply religious 
Verb + Adverb (to) apologize humbly 
 
As already mentioned in Section 2.2, verb+noun collocations are targeted because they 
are the most frequently used combinations (Bahn & Eldaw, 1993; Bahns, 1993;  Biskup, 
1992). This fact suggests that more attention be placed on these combinations as there 
exist struggles among second and foreign language learners.  
 
Superlemma theory 
This study adopts the model of idiom representation in speech production, namely the 
superlemma model (Sprenger et al., 2006; Kuiper et al., 2007). This model merges the 
model of idiom production (Levelt, 1989; Levelt & Meyer, 2000) into a contemporary 
model of language lexical access. Levelt (1989) proposes that the mental lexicon is the 
organization of lexical knowledge in the mind and it allows access to various types of 
linguistic information at different stages of speech production process. Levelt further 
asserts that the mental lexicon consists of interconnected nodes that encode lexical 
information at various level of abstraction. Superlemma theory assumes that a phrasal 





a lexical phrase which consists of constituent lemmas of the idiom and their unique 
syntactic properties. In other words, formulaic sequences are stored holistically. So what 
happens during speech production is that when a single lexical concept is activated, then 
its superlemma node is activated. The activation of the superlemma node in turn activates 
the lemma nodes of all its constituent words. So, once the superlemma is sufficiently 
activated, a user or learner may be able to retrieve the missing word to fill up the gaps in 
cloze test. This process provides evidence that cloze testing is an excellent method for 
investigating the acquired phrasal lexical items. In other words, if a language user is able 
to provide the missing word, he or she is assumed to have the knowledge of that 
particular expression. The process of retrieving the missing words involves a move from 
perception to production since it requires a user to fill up the slot with a selected word.  
2.10 Chapter summary 
This chapter has provided background on diverse definitions outlined to describe lexical 
phrases. Regardless of the various terms and names given, the major attention is on the 
same aspect of linguistic production; phrasal lexical items. Kuiper’s comprehensive 
approach is best to describe the current research scope. For the purpose of the study, 
restricted collocations are opted to be explored as they play great importance in 
vocabulary acquisition.  
 
It is also an interesting phenomenon to be observed as English came to be used in 
Malaysia with colonial occupation. This study provides an update of usage and supplies 























This chapter presents details of the corpus procedures used in the two studies reported 
later in this work. It provides the overall process of obtaining the frequency of the verbs 
used in the cloze test for the study reported in chapter 4. It illustrates significant steps of 
the research as well as reflecting on the development of a corpus as one of the tools of the 
present study. There are improvements still to be made to the corpus since building a 
corpus is a complex process. The corpus quest details will be discussed in a subchapter of 
the thesis i.e. Section 3.1. 
 
Since this study focuses on the acquisition of restricted collocations in Malaysian 
English, and no significantly large corpus is available to supply the frequency list for the 
cloze testing items, a new corpus of Malaysian English was required. With regard to the 
availability of English corpora in Malaysia, there are a few existing corpora developed by 
different academic institutions in Malaysia. Among those corpora are MACLE, COMEL, 
CALES and EMAS. The Malaysian Corpus of Learner English (MACLE) and the Corpus 
of Malaysian English (COMEL) (Knowles & Zuraidah, 2004) are developed by 
University Malaya. MACLE is a written corpus which consists of students essays, 
whereas COMEL is a spoken corpus which is still under development. The Corpus 
Archive of Learner English Sabah-Sarawak (CALES) is an ongoing project which was 
started in 2003. The current number of words is approximately 400, 000, consisting of 





Schools Students (EMAS) corpus currently has 472, 652 words of both written and 
spoken texts. The EMAS corpus was pioneered by a group of researchers at the 
Universiti Putra Malaysia (Arshad Abd. Samad et al., 2002). It sampled students’ writing 
and speech in primary and secondary schools all over Peninsular Malaysia. Given that the 
existing English corpora in Malaysia are still under development, and that the current 
number of words or the size is not large enough for this study, a newly designed corpus 
was required. 
 
The process of building the present corpus involved a number of stages (refer  Figure 
3.17). The written texts of the corpus are press news reports and press editorials. For this 
purpose, the English language newspaper, News Straits Times, was chosen to represent 
other local English newspapers, and is regarded as representing formal written Malaysian 
English.  According to Schmitt (2000) newspapers are often a convenient source of 
authentic L2 materials, especially when English is the target language. The corpus 
contains 19 million words. Though News Straits Times is not the only exposure Malaysia 
students have to Malaysian English yet the News Straits Times distribution of 
collocations is considered a good proxy as NST corpus is the only large current corpus of 
Malaysian English. In fact it is the only available source of frequency data. The main 
available source of Malaysian English input for Malaysian students is probably spoken 






To generate the frequency data, the Wordsmiths Tools 5, a word search programme, was 
employed to do the search for phrasal lexical items, specifically restricted collocations, 
which this study used as data.  
 
The next stage of the project was developing the cloze tests items. The test focused on the 
influence of both the learner’s exposure to English and the frequency of lexical items, as 
a proxy measure of exposure, on the acquisition of restricted collocations. In this case, 
where learners’ Malaysian English is studied, the frequency list of verbs gathered from 
the NST corpus contributed to constructing the cloze test. The collocations used in both 
cloze tests (Studies 1 and 2) are common to standard English and Malaysian English. 
Those collocations are extracted from the NST and BNC corpora. The NST or News 
Straits Times is not in standard English as indicated by numerous loan words from Malay 
e.g. masjid ( frequency-362), tudung (114), kari (86), melayu (589), kambing (92) and 
keris (92). And another fact is that the verb frequency of Malaysian English extracted 
from the NST corpus is not altogether standard English like The Straits Times, an English 
language daily broadsheet newspaper owned by Singapore Press Holdings. Apart from 
that, the frequencies of the verb phrase used for the Cloze test 1 which are extracted from 
NST corpus are different in PIE (Phrases in English). The following 5 examples (from 
the high light frequency band) in Table 3.1 indicate that the frequency of the same 








Table 3.1 The frequency of restricted collocations in BNC and NST corpus 
Restricted collocations Frequency of RCs in NST 
corpus 
Frequency of RCs in BNC 
corpus 
Does wonders 32 103 
Make a fast buck 20 5 
Taking a big risk 143 14 
Get a grip of oneself 6 10 
Give a hoot 3 15 
 
 
As will be discussed in Chapter 4, the cloze test was administered to four different groups 
of students; two groups of students in Malaysia, one group of Malaysian students 
studying in New Zealand and one group of native speakers of New Zealand English. This 
cloze test was used for the first study which is described in Chapter 4 of the thesis. As for 
Studies 1 and 2 (Chapter 5), the test design used was a replication of that found in 
Kuiper, Columbus, & Schmitt (2009). Both cloze tests’ head verb frequencies were 
selected based on four frequency bands of i.e. high frequency light verbs, high frequency 
verb, medium frequency verbs and low frequency verbs. Cloze test 1 was designed for 
Study 1used Malaysian English (as another variety of English) collocations which was 
selected from NST corpus, while for Study 2, the test set was replicated from Kuiper, 
Columbus  & Schmitt, 2009 and taken as representing the standard English. Both testing 
question sets were using two different vernacular stories with the selected restricted 
collocations appropriately embedded in trying to be attractive and natural enough for 





questionnaire in the form of very simple demographic information, e.g. age and years of 
studying English. 
  
The following details provide comprehensive particulars of the study conducted for the 
purpose of this research. The particulars provide information on the measurement and 
procedures as well as a specific subchapter on the corpus procedures.  
 
 
3.2 Background: Creating the NST corpus 
Like other corpus projects employed to obtain word frequencies, the creation of the NST 
corpus falls into a number of phases of work including a corpus compilation phase, 
annotation or tagging, followed by the wordlist making procedure itself, and finally the 
verb frequency list. In order to understand the design principles of the NST corpus it will 
be useful to present here the main ideas of the project. 
 
There are two main motivations for the corpus project. 
First, there is currently no large corpus of Malaysian English which offers a satisfactory 
representation of the lexicon of standard Malaysian English. This presents a barrier to 
fully understanding Malaysian English as a means of communication by all who use it as 
their native, second, or even foreign language. 
 
Second, the existing Malaysian English databases and corpora have serious disadvantages 
not just because of their small size but also because they do not form a balanced corpus 





projects and may consist of several students’ essays and few excerpts of news reports, i.e. 
ICE corpus of Malaysian project. This corpus is still being developed and is untagged. 
 
The following discussion reports the rationale, background and the procedures of the 
creation of the NST corpus.  
 
3.2.1 Permissions 
News Straits Times (NST) is the main English newspaper read by Malaysians. All the 
texts or news reports were obtained from the 6 years of the newspaper archive from the 
News Straits Times press. The news obtained was from the years 2005-2010. For this 
research purpose, the News Straits Times Press has granted permission for their news 
reports to be used free of charge.  
 
Securing permission is a practical problem and this is a sensitive area of law. When the 
permission is secured this is considered as a safeguard against exploitation and piracy. 
This could be done easily if copyright holders understood precisely why their texts were 
desired (Sinclair, 1991: 15) 
 
3.2.2 Spoken and written corpus 
Language scholars and teachers agree that the spoken form of the language is considered 
as a better reference to the fundamental organization of the language than the written 
form. According to Sinclair (1991) ‘there is no substitute for impromptu speech’ (p. 16). 





corpora are best to referred to. For this purpose two major corpora are taken as the main 
sources, i.e. the British National Corpus (BNC) for standard British English and a newly 
developed corpus, the NST corpus for standard written Malaysian English.  
 
3.2.3 Corpus size  
Sinclair (1991), a pioneer of corpus studies, proposes this definition of a corpus, ‘A 
corpus is a collection of naturally-occurring language text, chosen to characterize a state 
of a variety of a language’. But this leaves open a number of significant concerns. The 
most common concerns in corpus-based research are the size and balance of a corpus. 
The size of the corpus is one of the main concerns to most researchers. Sinclair (1991: 
18) outlines that ‘a corpus should be as large as possible, and should keep on growing’. 
Hitherto, defining ‘large’ seems to be ambiguous and inconsistent. Geyken et al. (2004) 
argue that a corpus of 100 million words is not sufficiently large for a reliable study of 
collocations. Furthermore even very large corpora are prone to either bias or lack of 
balance. Sinclair (1991: 19) argues that: 
In order to study the behavior of words in texts, we need to have available quite a large 
number of occurrences. Again the statistics are against us, since we classify the 
occurrences in terms of ‘uses’ or ‘meanings’ we shall find the same kind of imbalance 
again. One of the uses will typically be twice as common as all the others; several will 
occur once only, and that is not enough on which to base a descriptive statement. This is 






In relation to the size of corpus, the corpus of Malaysian English created for this study, 
i.e. NST corpus is definitely small in size as compared to other English corpora such as 
British National Corpus (BNC) and The Corpus of Contemporary American English 
(COCA). Since the NST corpus is used to extract the list of collocations used for the 
cloze test there might be some issues raised against the corpus. The issue of suitability of 
this small-scale, newspaper-based corpus of Malaysian English will be questioned as it is 
too genre-specific and too small to be a reliable proxy of the frequency at which the 
Malaysian English learners have been exposed to these particular collocations. The 
collocations are not fully extracted mechanically (and statistically) from the NST corpus. 
The corpus is too small to be reliable for the frequency counts of restricted collocations 
since 5 instances per million words is regarded by many researchers including Moon 
(1998) as the lower threshold for such frequencies. In fact, many phrasal lexical items do 
not reach that threshold in larger corpora. But, it is big enough for the frequency counts 
of verbs.  
 
3.2.4 Balanced corpus 
Ooi (1998) believes that a corpus should represent and include a sampling of the range of 
genres, speech and writing styles across the speech community. Furthermore, newspaper 
corpora are regarded as representing the language of everyday reading of a particular 
speech community as they provide the central and typical collocations used in the 
linguistic context concerned. Yet, the corpus created for the current research, NST 
corpus, cannot be categorized as balanced corpus because typically only a general 





of use including spoken and written. The Survey of English Usage (SEU) Corpus 
pioneered by Randolph Quirk in 1959 is one pre-electronic corpus which has samples of 
a wide range of genres with different degrees of formality including interviews, lectures, 
seminars, monologues etc. Kennedy (1998: 20) describes the SEU Corpus, which 
contains texts produced between 1953 and 1987, as an example of a general corpus, or 
sometimes referred to as a core corpus. Other examples of general or generalized corpora 
are the British National Corpus (BNC), American National Corpus (ANC) and the 
Corpus of Contemporary American English (COCA). 
 
There are also corpora which are designed for specific research projects. These corpora 
are referred to as specialized corpora which contain texts of a certain type and aim to be 
representatives of the language of this type (Kennedy, 1998; Bennet, 2010. Examples of 
specialized corpora are the Canterbury Corpus which has been collected since 1994 and 
is part of the archive of New Zealand English (NZE) speech, and the Michigan Corpus of 
Academic Spoken English (MICASE). Apart from these there are several other types of 
corpora which are part of specialized corpora, i.e. training corpora, test corpora, dialect 
corpora, regional corpora, non-standard corpora and learners’ corpora (Kennedy, 1998). 
Therefore, the NST corpus can also be categorized as a specialized corpus as it serves to 
represent one type of English variety, i.e. formal written Malaysian English. However, 
spoken language may normally be the standard use in most corpora. But to develop a 
spoken corpus requires a more complex and slower process as it needs to contain 
transcriptions of complex phonetics and prosody features which do not occur in writing. 





because ‘particular corpora tend to be suitable for particular types of analysis and some 
corpora are simply not suitable for certain types of research’ (Kennedy, 1998: 21).  
 
Next, I will discuss the tagging of the corpus. The Constituent Likelihood Automatic 
Word-tagging System (CLAWS) (Garside, 1987; Leech, Garside, & Bryant, 1994) was 
used for that purpose. 
 
3.3 Tagging and lemmatization 
3.3.1 Tagging 
In dealing with problems which might affect the counting of linguistics items, researchers 
or analysts would usually treat word forms which are inflected as lexemes or lemmas 
(Sinclair, 1991: 41-42; Kennedy, 1998: 207). An example given by Sinclair is the word 
come. Other related words i.e. come, comes, coming and came definitely appear to be 
related, and are grouped under what is termed a lemma. Kennedy outlines lemmatization 
as a process of classifying or categorizing together all the identical or related forms of a 
word under a common headword. This task can either be performed manually, i.e. lemma 
by lemma, or automatically by using some kind of automatic routine. However, manual 
lemmatization is impossible and quite impractical if a corpus is large. Thus, a reliable 
grammatical tagger is required in order to speed the process and simultaneously gain an 
accurate output.  
 
A tagger is required to annotate automatically every word in the corpus with a label or 





tagger will indicate to the lemmatizer the part of speech of each word used. An example 
of a tagger is TAGGIT, which was used to tag the Brown Corpus. According to Vine 
(2011) word-class tags have played an important role in natural language applications in 
work related to speech recognition and information retrieval (p. 72). Tagging also plays a 
part in educational contexts, where it enables us to make use of frequency data in making 
decisions in language teaching and learning.  
 
As mentioned above, before the lemma can be sorted, the texts need to be tagged. To start 
the process, all the news reports in the original text files of the News Straits Times (NST) 
needed to be changed to Plain Text before they could be tagged by a tagger like CLAWS 
(Garside, 1987; Leech, Garside, & Bryant, 1994). This tagger is an automatic part-of-
speech (POS) tagger whose tagging principle is based on a probabilistic matrix. The 
LOB- Lancaster-Oslo/Bergen Corpus was tagged using CLAWS 1, which was the earlier 
version of this tagger, and BNC was tagged using CLAWS 4. The tagset which was used 
to tag the NST corpus was known as the C7 tagset. Several tags out of 132 tags assigned 
to the word forms in the NST corpus are shown in Table 3.1.  
 
Table 3.2 The tagset used for tagging the NST corpus 
VB0  be, base form (finite i.e. imperative, subjunctive) 
VBDR  Were 
VBDZ  Was 
VBG  Being 
VBI  be, infinitive (To be or not... It will be ..) 
VBM  Am 





VBR  Are 
VBZ  Is 
VD0  do, base form (finite) 
VDD  Did 
VDG  Doing 
VDI  do, infinitive (I may do... To do...) 
VDN  Done 
VDZ  Does 
VH0  have, base form (finite) 
VHD  had (past tense) 
VHG  Having 
VHI  have, infinitive 
VHN  had (past participle) 
VHZ  Has 
VM  modal auxiliary (can, will, would, etc.) 
VMK  modal catenative (ought, used) 
VV0  base form of lexical verb (e.g. give, work) 
VVD  past tense of lexical verb (e.g. gave, worked) 
VVG  -ing participle of lexical verb (e.g. giving, working) 
VVGK  -ing participle catenative (going in be going to) 
VVI  infinitive (e.g. to give... It will work...) 
VVN  past participle of lexical verb (e.g. given, worked) 
VVNK  past participle catenative (e.g. bound in be bound to) 
VVZ  -s form of lexical verb (e.g. gives, works) 
 
Later, the tagged texts can be processed or lemmatized using Wordsmith Tools 5.0. The 
diagrams below show some examples of news reports which are in Plain Text form. The 










Figure 3.1 An example of news report from NST in Plain Text form 
 
 
Automatic word-class tagging of corpora, which is also called Part-of-Speech tagging, or 
grammatical tagging, is the most common form of corpus annotation. In this case, it is the 
first form of annotation to be developed by UCREL at the University of Lancaster. It has 
been continuously developed since the early 1980s and has consistently delivered 96%-
97% accuracy. However, the precise degree of accuracy may vary according to the type 
of text. 
 
So, for this study, the corpus was tagged using CLAWS in order to be lemmatized for the 
purpose of obtaining word frequencies. The following table shows some examples of 










This might be too early to discuss the lemmatization process. Yet, lemmatization has 
been seen to cause a slight problem so it is worth mentioning at this stage. The tagging 
probably caused this problem to occur. 
 
The lemmatization was complex as not all verbs were tagged accurately and some 
therefore had to be counted manually. In order to check accuracy, the original counting 
was also checked against frequency data from CELEX program. The same corpus was 
used, yet different software was utilized. With minor frequency count exceptions the 
frequency count was confirmed. For example the frequency of the verb ‘take’ has 33,991 





CELEX was also used to ‘filter’ all other ‘non-VERB’ items in order to establish the verb 
frequency list only. Refer to Table 3.6 for details of the verbs frequency list created by 
CELEX. According to Vine (2011) automatic tagging may also not be accurate, i.e. 
comes with high rates of errors. Vine’s study, which uses high frequency multifunctional 
words in the Wellington Corpora of Spoken and Written New Zealand English, has 
shown that the word-class tagging of the words was not as accurate as expected. She 
made a comparison between the unchecked automatic word class tagging and a manual 
analysis of random samples of uses of three high frequency multifunctional words, as, 
like and so. The results of the comparison showed rather high error rates in automatic 
word-class tagging of these sorts of words. This suggests that one should be cautious 
about interpreting word-class data derived from an automatic tagger.  
 
However, before the process of lemmatization is further discussed I will briefly display 
how the wordlist was created using Wordsmith Tools 5.0. This is because the first 
attempt was to utilize this particular tool and only later CELEX was used for 
counterchecking of the frequency range. The following will briefly lay out the process of 
creating the wordlist.  
 
3.4 Creating a wordlist from the NST corpus 
In order to obtain the frequency of the lexical verb forms in the NST corpus, a wordlist 
was established. As mentioned earlier, the task utilized Wordsmith Tools 5.0 with the 





The following is a brief procedure of obtaining the wordlist. The figures provided are 
meant to describe the procedures involved.  
Step 1- Choose WORDLIST option menu (one of the options among the other two: 
CONCORD and KEYWORDS).  
 
Figure 3.3 Step 1of NST wordlist procedure 
 
 
Step 2- There are 2 options for the next steps of the procedure, either  
(i) Select existing files/corpus created, by opt for the OPEN button, or (above) 
(ii) Opt for NEW button, and a new menu bar will pop up (below) 










Figure 3.4 Step 2 of NST wordlist procedure 
 
 
Step 3- Another menu bar will pop up-CHOOSE TEXT (follow the steps below). A folder 
or corpus is selected from the drive, i.e.  CoME-MYnstp corpus. 






Step 4- Those files are marked as chosen, and later transferred to the right window. In 
other words, they are selected and copied to produce a frequency list. 
Figure 3.6 Step 4 of NST wordlist procedure 
 
Step 5- This is the result after the files or the whole corpus had been copied and selected. 
They appear as individual files. 






Step 6- After the button OK is pressed then this menu will appear. GETTING STARTED 
menu---MAIN---You have 46746 text file(s) chosen for the next procedure. 
Figure 3.8 Step 6 of NST wordlist procedure 
 
 
Step 7- After the button of MAKE A WORD LIST NOW is selected, you will see a 
progress bar on the main page. You can check the status of the task by checking the 














Figure 3.9 Step 7 of NST wordlist procedure 
 
 
Step 8- Once the WORDLIST has been created, and try to Save the folder/corpus. In this 
case the corpus was saved under the name MYnstpCorpusApril2012 (in Document/ 
Libraries). The procedure yielded about 19 million token (running words in texts) and 18 
million of the tokens were used for the wordlist. The following is the statistical detail: 
Table 3.3 Statistics of NST corpus  
Details Statistics 
File size 
Token (running words in texts) 
Token used for the wordlist 
Types (distinct words) 
Type/token ratio (TTR) 
Standardised TTR 
Standardised TTR std. dev 
Standardised TTR basis 
Mean word length (in characters) 
Word length std dev. 
Sentences 
Mean (in words) 
Std dev. 
Paragraph 
Mean (in words) 
Std dev 
 
112 109 144 
19 037 924 


















3.4.1 How the verb frequency count was established  
Once the wordlist has been established, a general wordlist with frequency was generated. 
The next aim was to obtain the verb only frequency list. So, the lemmatized corpus in 
theory would be able to provide such a list.  However, as mentioned earlier in section 
3.3.2, the lemmatization process was complex and the corpus was potentially not tagged 
accurately. Therefore, the CELEX program was used to check against the frequency data 
obtained from Wordsmith Tools 5.0. So, when a list of verb frequencies was confirmed, it 
was later divided into three major verb bands; high frequency, medium frequency and 
low frequency.  
 
After several selection stages, 20 head verbs were chosen. Howarth’s model of 
continuum (1998) was used for the selection. These categories were later used as 
guidelines in selecting the list of restricted collocations for the testing procedure in Study 
1. The selection was later done manually (concordance search within the corpus i.e. NST 
corpus) though there are several statistical ways to measure association e.g. mutual 
information. This study appears not to use it since the manual search done for the study is 
assumed to be sufficient and accurate.  In other words, the approach for the collocational 
selection list is based on the phraseological standpoint where it uses lexical criteria such 
as the degree of fixedness.  
 
Based on the frequency counts of verbs, few head verbs were shortlisted e.g. take, do, 





was established to make the selection easier e.g. high frequency light verbs and medium 
frequency verbs. 
 
Based on these shortlisted head verbs, 20 strings were decided on and checked for 
frequency in NST corpus. The following is an example of how the frequency of a string 
or a restricted collocation was done using Wordsmith Tools 5.0.  
 
Step 1- The WORDLIST option or program is selected. 
Figure 3.10 Step 1 of the restricted collocations frequency search in NST corpus 
 
 
And then when the OPEN button is employed, the file or created corpus’ name appeared. 









Figure 3.11 Step 2 of the restricted collocations frequency search in NST corpus 
 
Once the file is opened, a frequency list of individual words appears, and a head verb is 
chosen for every single assignment needed for the concordancing program. A head verb 
is typed in the search column on the top as in the example in Figure 3.12. 
 








It takes few seconds for the result to appear. So the progress of the task is checked from 
the status bar progress which appeared in percentage. Figure 3.13 is an example of the 
search for the head verb take.  
 
Figure 3.13 Step 4 of the restricted collocations frequency search in NST corpus 
 
 
Then the collocation search is done to find the collocations of ‘take’ and ‘risk’. From the 
displayed window, the search result for the collocations will appear. The counting is done 
based on the existence of the string chosen. The number on the left pane made the 












Figure 3.14 Step 5 of the restricted collocations frequency search in NST corpus 
 
The figure below shows how the noun risk is found and highlighted so that a new 
window pops up the result of the collocations of take and risk. 
 







The results that appear will be similar to Figure 3.15 above, where the collocations 
needed are highlighted. The following figure shows the search results for take risk. 













The counting task is done with the aid of the highlighted words take and risk. Similar 
steps are applied to other verbs which share the same lemma. The same procedures are 
applied to all 20 sets of lexical verbs to be tested in the cloze test. 
 
3.4.2 Summary of the corpus building 
Below is a chart summarizing the process from corpus building to extracting the verb 
frequency list. 
 




Obtained the NSTP 7 years 






The news reports were copied into text files 
(only 6 years; 2005-2010) 
I 
The news reports were filtered 
(XBiz/sports news/jargons) 
I 
POS tagging using CLAWS tagger 7.0 
I 
Run data in Wordsmith Tools 5.0 to get the word list 
I 
A frequency list was obtained using Wordsmith Tools 5.0 
I 
The frequency list was checked against the frequency obtained from CELEX  
I 
A Frequency list was confirmed 
I 
20 head verbs based on bands were decided 
I 
20 strings or restricted collocations were shortlisted and checked for frequency in NST 
corpus and SAID list 
I 
The CLOZE test was developed based on the list 
 
It is important to note that this corpus may not be an entirely accurate reflection of the 
full linguistic variation in the target population. However, it is ‘specialized’ and 
representative of a variety of an outer circle English, i.e. formal written Malaysian 
English. It is the only large source of evidence of its kind which currently exists. It may 






The following section will discuss the procedures of constructing the CLOZE testing 
items for Study 1 of the project and the other test items for Study 2.  
3.5 Constructing the CLOZE Test 
3.5.1 Introduction 
The numbers of memorized fixed expressions or formulaic sequences are immense 
(Jackendoff, 1995). Interestingly nobody has been able to estimate the exact total number 
of these expressions stored in the mental lexicon of a native speaker. Assuming that their 
number could possibly even be larger than single words is worth suggesting, as Sinclair 
(1991) has gone so far as to argue that the dominant structuring feature of language is the 
idiom principle, rather than the rule based open-choice principle. Though these are 
diametrically opposed (Moon, 1998), both complement each other and are required in 
order to account for language use. This phenomenon provides a motivation as well as 
further evidence of how vocabulary is stored and retrieved.  
 
It is important to use a good measurement tool when assessing the number of words 
learners have acquired. Tests that measure the learners’ understanding of words when 
listening or reading are called receptive tests while tests which look at learners’ speaking 
and writing are productive tests. There are different tests which can be employed when 
investigating L2 learners’ collocational knowledge, use and development. And those 
elicitation tools have been used by researchers for years. Among the tests are multiple-
choice and matching (and judgment) tasks (Granger, 1998; Gyllstad, 2007; Siyanova and 
Schmitt, 2008), recognition task (Gyllstad, 2007), and association task (Fitzpatrick, 





al., 2006; Eyckmans, Boers and Stengers, 2007; Stengers, Boers, Eyckmans and Housen, 
2010). This task involves asking students to highlight or underline word strings in 
authentic texts, or the students may be asked to orally retell the content. Apart from essay 
writing (Li and Schmitt, 2010; Durrant and Schmitt, 2009; Howarth, 1998; Laufer and 
Waldman, 2011) and writing translation tasks from L1 to L2 (Webb and Kagimoto, 2011; 
Bahns and Eldaw, 1993), gap filling-tasks such as cloze tests and fill-in-the blank tests 
are among the regularly used tests to assess learners’ collocational knowledge ( Durrant, 
2008; Durrant and Scmitt, 2010; Bahns and Eldaw, 1993). 
 
As pointed out earlier, one of the tests which allows for the investigation of the retrieval 
of phrasal expressions is cloze testing. This is a common test which requires a reader to 
provide missing words in order to complete an expression on the assumption that context 
can trigger the retrieval of the expression from the mental lexicon. In addition to that, 
Stubbs & Tucker (1974) claim that a cloze procedure is not just a valuable test of ESL 
proficiency but also a tool which is quite powerful and easily used by a non-native 
teacher, and learners of English. Based on the Superlemma model (Sprenger et al., 2006; 
Kuiper et al., 2007), what is happening during speech production is that the activated 
superlemma node will in turn activate the lemma nodes of its constituent words.   In this 
case, the reader is assumed to have knowledge of the expression if he/she is able to elicit 







Cloze testing is quite a common tool used to assess language ability, especially in second 
language learning (Stubbs & Tucker, 1974; Alderson, 1979; Brown, 1989, 1993; 
Abraham & Chapelle, 1992; Kobayashi, 2002). Abraham and Chapelle (1992) and Brown 
(1989, 1993) detected that there was a close relationships between cloze item 
characteristics and item difficulty. Alderson (1979) states that some evidence shows that, 
the cloze procedure works better to test grammar and vocabulary than reading 
comprehension abilities. Apart from being easy to construct and run, this written 
measuring instrument entails high reliability and validity (Katona and Dӧrnyei, 1993).  
 
There is a different view of research taken by Schmitt, Dӧrnyei, Adolphs & Durow 
(2004) where they ‘have blended’ the elements of cloze and C-test technique. The test 
item was designed to examine whether the participants could ‘produce the formulaic 
sequence appropriate for the surrounding context’ (p. 58). For that purpose, the context 
was left intact, and the content words in each formulaic sequence were deleted and a 
blank inserted. To help learners completing the words, the initial letter(s) of each word 
was given.  
 
Some argue that the C-test is superior to cloze testing. However, the result of a study by 
Jafapur (1995) shows that C-testing may not be superior to cloze testing, contrary to what 
has been reported. This is due to its lack of validity.  Other than that, the deletions do not 
affect a representative sample of the text which also suggests the invalidity of the 
procedure. However, there is a need to study in comparing these two testing tools. And 





head-verb of a verb-noun collocation, it is considered you give the correct response away. 
This is due the fact that most of the head verbs used are short verb (get, does, make, give 
etc.). 
To summarize, cloze testing is found to be an appropriate method for studies in Chapter 4 
and 5 of the thesis. It is due to the fact that it is quite a common tool used to assess 
language ability in second language learning, and it is quite a standard procedure been 
used in the educational syllabus for English in Malaysia. 
 
3.5.2 Objectives 
There were a number of motivations for developing the cloze testing items: 
a) A specific Malaysian English test set is required for Study 1 as the cloze items 
may not have the same frequency characteristics as Standard British or American 
English.  
b) I am testing the acquisition of formal written Malaysian English, since that is the 
target for Malaysian student learners. Thus, an appropriate test item should be 
designed for this specific group of learners. 
 
3.5.3 Procedure 
The cloze items were selected based on their membership in four categories: light (or de-
lexicalised) verbs (Grimshaw, 1990), non-light high frequency verbs, mid frequency 
verbs and low frequency verbs. These categories were determined based on the 
boundaries which have been drawn in Schmitt and Schmitt (2012) and Kuiper, Columbus 





than word families (Nation, 2000; Adolphs & Schmitt, 2003) in the calculation of 
vocabulary coverage.  Nagy et al. (1989) observe that learners seem to mentally handle 
the members of a word family as a group. Though there are pedagogic reasons to analyze 
vocabulary in terms of word families, it is impossible to program a computer to identify 
word families automatically. Among the limited software available for counting word 
families is Nation’s RANGE program. This software functions based on referring to 
baseline lists of word family members which have already been compiled. Unfortunately 
the only possible way of obtaining reliable baseline lists is to do it manually, which is a 
very time-consuming method. Since the present study only focuses on verb+noun lexical 
collocations, i.e. verbs followed by their subcategorized complements, and the head verbs 
are the keywords, it seems that using individual words forms is sufficient. The words are 
grouped by lemma.  Recall that a lemma is more restricted than a word family and 
includes only the base word and its inflections (Nation & Warring, 1997). So, for the 
purpose of this study, the individual lemma list was used. This was extracted from the 
NST corpus using the Wordlist program in Wordsmith Tools 5.0, since this computer-
automated approach is more reliable in avoiding any possible errors in manual tabulation. 
 
3.5.4 Categorization of verb frequency 
For the purpose of both studies, the categorical list of verb frequency bands designed by 
Kuiper, Columbus, & Schmitt (2009) is adapted. The present study does not duplicate the 
frequency criterion, so only the bands and four categorical types are adapted. The 






Table 3.4 Kuiper, Columbus & Schmitt’s verb frequency bands 
Category Frequency criterion 
High frequency light verbs (HL) Appearing in the top 1-3,000 words in the 
MFW lists (as words). Note that light verbs 
are also higher in frequency than the other 
high frequency verbs 
High frequency lexical verbs (H) Appearing in the top 1-3,000 words in the 
MFW lists (as words) 
Medium frequency lexical verbs (M) Appearing in the 3,000-5,000 word list in 
the MFW lists (as words) 
Low frequency lexical verbs Not appearing in any lists 
 
The following table shows the frequency of the head verbs based on the Wordlist 
procedure from the lemmatized corpus using Wordsmith Tools, as well as the lemmatized 
NST corpus based on CELEX.  The head verbs and the restricted collocations for Study 1 
are shown in Table 3.4.  They are in the appropriate bands and ordered by the frequency 
of the head verbs. The 20 items selected is probably too small a sample to be very 
representative. Yet, this could be slightly smaller than Cobb’s (2007) target words which 
is 30 words (10 from each of the 1,000, 2,000 and 3,000). He was interested in whether 
vocabulary at various frequency levels occurred often enough to be learned merely from 
incidental exposure.  
 
Table 3.5 Study 1 test items ordered by head verbs’ bands 
 











2. making a fast buck 
3. get a grip of oneself 
4. does wonders 
5. taking a big risk 
6. stop bickering 
7. pay respect 
8. tell the difference 
9. look the part 
10. create a win-win situation 
11. observe taboo and prohibited 
things 
12. kill time 
13. air view 
14. cleared backlog 
15. steal the show 
16. shouldered the responsibility 
17. rekindle family ties 
18. gnash teeth 
19. crack (a) joke 























HLF- High Light frequency 
HF- High frequency 
MF- Medium frequency 
LF- Low frequency 
 
The above list of test items is obviously has several expressions that may be categorized 
as idioms by some phraseologists (e.g. kill time). There are possibilities that non-
compositional phrases of such idioms may pose different challenges for learning (scoring 
in the test later) than the compositional ones (i.e. collocations). It is agreed that semantic 
transparency and also concreteness of meaning are important factors in incidental 
learning (Boers, Lindstromberg and Eyckmans, 2014). 
 
The following table  shows how the verbs were divided into 3 frequency bands; high, 
medium and low frequency bands with four categories based on a combined evaluation of 





to Table 3.5 for Head verb frequency data and band allocation which were obtained using 
Wordsmith Tools 5.0, and Table 3.7 for Categorization of verbs.  
 
Table 3.6 Head verb frequency data and band allocation obtained through Wordsmith 
Tools 5.0 
Verb Rank number (N)- 
frequency 
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**11 973 (*3017) 
     17422 
**22 0598(*1339) 








 7 640 
 5 646 
 5 283 
    643  
 3 538 
 2 348 
 1 205 
    738 
    550 
    107  
      56 
      35  






















Rank number- *This figure  includes the Noun category for the word ‘foot’, air and ‘shoulder’ 
Total of occurrences- ** Verbs only’ occurrences 
 
Since the lemmatization in Wordsmith Tools 5.0 happened to occur with calculation and 
total up problems, the NST corpus was lemmatized by CELEX to avoid further problems. 
The table below shows a verb frequency listing extracted using CELEX as a lemmatizer. 
The frequency per million words is included as a way of normalizing the frequency 
scores. CELEX was used only to lemmatize the word forms, the tagged token counts 









































  6 789 
  5 218 
  4 261 
  1 997 
     913 
     907 
     728 
     450 
     186 
     115 
       55 
       22 










































It is known that a small number of word types occur frequently and make up the majority 
of running words in discourse (Nation, 2006; Schmitt and Schmitt, 2012; Shin and 
Nation, 2008). What is obvious is that on how Nation treated the 3,000 most frequent 
word families is set to be the upper limit of high frequency vocabulary and that is 
representing the current best estimation of the basic learner lexicon of English. However, 
for this present study since there was a stage of difficulty of ranking the headwords (or 
base according to Nesselhauf, 2003) i.e. verbs, so the approach was to use the total of 
occurrences instead. To determine the frequency cut-off point for each band include 





It was then decided that best way in producing  the cut-off points for the frequency bands 
was to combine the rank number (N) frequency of the verbs found using Wordsmith 
Tools 5.0, with total of occurrences from  both CELEX and Wordsmith Tools. It might be 
questioned about the large gaps in the distribution of the high, medium and low. It was 
planned to replicate Nation’s frequency bands where it was based on relative frequencies, 
e.g. the first 1000, and 2000 thousands etc. but the present study could not produce a 
‘neat’ figures and distributions (similar to Nation’s) across the range of the NST corpus.  
 
Since the lemmatization was only for verbs so the bands or divisions are not in equal to 
other lists of frequency e.g. Nation (2006) or, Kilgarriff’s (BNC) as there are only verbs 
were taken into account, and the corpus is too far too small and incomparable to others. 
 
The selection criterion of verb categorization of NST corpus is listed below.  
Table 3.8 Categorization of verbs in NST corpus 
Category Frequency criterion 
 















Low frequency lexical verbs (LF) 
 
Appearing in the top with the highest 
occurrences to 20,000 occurrences in the 
NST corpus list (as verbs only). Note that 
light verbs also tend to be higher in 
frequency than the other high frequency 
verbs. (Rank number (N) 1-1000verbs) 
 
Appearing in less than 20,000 to 5,000 
words in the NST corpus list (as verbs 
only). (Rank number (N) 1-1000verbs) 
 
Appearing in less than 5,000 to 200 
words in the NST corpus list (as verbs 
only). (Rank number (N)1000-3000verbs) 
 
1-200 occurrences in the NST corpus. 






3.6 Checking the frequency effects of both verb frequency lists for Study 1 and 
Study 2 
This section is going to discuss how the checking of the frequency was done for both 
word frequency lists designed for Study 1 and Study 2. The checking was done in order 
to validate whether both the frequency of head verbs and frequency of restricted 
collocations have effects on their occurrences in their respectively relevant corpora. 
 
For this purpose there is a major thing to be observed: the relationship of head verbs 
frequency of both studies and the frequency of the PLIs selected for the cloze tests in 
their respectively relevant corpora: the NST (for study 1) and BNC (for study 2) corpora. 
 
Before the test sets were administered to participants, the effect of the frequency of head 
verbs for both lists of PLIs were checked in their respectively relevant corpora: the NST 
and BNC corpora, to test Pawley’s conjecture on head word text frequency and 
participation rates in PLIs. They were found to have a positive relationship, which will be 
presented later in this section. In other words, the higher the frequency of a verb, the 
more PLIs there are which have it as a head (Pawley, 1985).  
 
The following results suggest that the higher the frequency a head verb has, the more 
likely a speaker will have come across a PLI with that verb as head. As a result, when 





frequency ones. This is especially true of idioms (K. Kuiper, personal communication, 
2013).  
 
A second analysis was done to investigate the relationship between the frequency of the 
head verb in the relevant corpus and the frequency of the whole PLI in the relevant 
corpus. A search in NST corpus using the Wordsmiths Tools 5.0 was done for the 20 
restricted collocations selected for Study 1. Additionally, a search in the British National 
Corpus (BNC) was done for the 20 restricted collocations used in Study 2. The search 
using BNC was obtained through the web search interface (http://phrases inenglish.org/ 
searchBNC.html). A search for each of the 20 phrasal verbs was done in order to get the 
frequency of each set of PLIs.  Phrases in English (PIE) is a database derived from the 
second or World Edition of the BNC (2000), but this database is not affiliated with the 
BNC Consortium. It provides an interface to search for words as well as phrases to a 
maximum of eight words long. 
For this purpose, the ‘Search the BNC for concordance’ was applied. This search 
provides an interface to query and return up to 1000 examples from the British National 
Corpus of the search terms highlighted in context. This query supports different kinds of 
matches; the phrase, all the words or any of the words. As the query for all the words 
provides wider matches, this option was best to opt for in this study. However, the 
frequency results were also checked against the phrase query. Figure 3.18 shows an 
example for the phrase type of query. The similarities and differences were matched and 
the results showed that the allocations were largely accurate. The query was better 





medial and final. Figure 3.19 illustrates an example of wildcard query. Together with 
this, the lemma search was also done in order to retrieve better results. Lemmatization in 
this case refers to the verb context such as do, did, does and doing. Figure 3.20 shows an 
example of the lemma results. 
Apart from that, the search for the frequency of PLIs in NST corpus for Study 1 is not 
illustrated here, as the search is very similar to what is illustrated in Section 3.4.1. 
Basically, the searches for the 20 restricted collocations were quite similar for each 
string. 























The frequency of the head verbs and the frequency of the restricted collocations based on 
their respectively relevant corpora are as shown in Table 3.8 and Table 3.9. 
Table 3.9 The frequency of head verbs and the frequency of restricted collocations in 
NST corpus  






(the exact) PLIs 
in NST corpus 
does wonders HLF 61 462 32 
make a fast buck HLF 37 075 20 
taking a big risk HLF 33 377 143 
get a grip of oneself HLF 23 780 6 
give a hoot HLF 20 504 3 
look the part HF 14 222 12 
tell the difference HF 10 770 27 
pay respect HF 6 789 99 
create a win-win situation HF 5 218 6 
stop bickering HF 4 261 7 
kill time MF 1 997 13 
steal the show MF 913 36 
cleared backlog MF 907 28 
observe taboo and prohibited 
things 
MF 728 2 
air view MF 450 31 
crack(a) joke LF 186 16 
shouldered the responsibility LF 115 39 
rekindle family ties LF 55 7 
foot the bill LF 22 27 
gnash teeth LF 3 2 
 
 
Table 3.10 The frequency of head verbs and the frequency of restricted collocations in 
BNC  








do things by halves HLF 559 596 11 
make tracks HLF 217 268 31 
take a fancy to HLF 179 220 31 
give NP the creep HLF 131 417 30 
keep a straight face HLF 50 092 35 
let NP into a secret HF 29 768 23 





drive NP to drive HF 16 477 8 
act the goat HF 15 620 6 
avoid NP like the plague HF 11 750 30 
wipe NP off the map MF 2 367 5 
tighten NP’s belt MF 1 548 23 
seal NP’s fate MF 1 512 16 
spare no expense MF 1 023 7 
scrape the bottom of the barrel MF 865 5 
worship the ground NP walks 
on 
LF 0 5 
wring NP’s neck LF 0 24 
pluck/summon up courage LF 0 65 
goad/spur NP into action LF 0 28 
toe the company line LF 0 1 
 
3.6.1 Evaluating the studies 
Research Question:  
The research question to be answered for this study is: 
How do the frequency of the head verb in general and the numbers of PLIs with that verb 
as head in an idiom list (SAID) correlate?  
The effect of the frequency of head verbs for both lists of PLIs were checked against the 
idiom list in Syntactically Annotated Dictionary of Idioms (SAID), a dictionary of idioms 
including phrasal verbs (Kuiper et al., 2003), to test Pawley’s conjecture on head word 
text frequency and participation rates in PLIs. The correlation analysis was done only on 
the second data or Study 2 as the list of PLIs for standard English is available in SAID. 
The correlation result was found to have a positive correlation, which is presented in the 
following section. 
 
Correlation between the number of PLIs with a certain head in SAID and the independent 
frequency of that head for data set 2. There is evidence of a relationship between these 






Table 3.11 The relationship between the frequency of the head verbs and the number of 
PLIs with that head in SAID 
 





These findings show that there are high and positive relationships between the frequency 
of head verb in a corpus and the number of PLIs with that head in SAID. This suggests 
that Pawley’s (1985) conjecture is supported.  
 
The above study leads to another exploratory study in Chapter 6 of the thesis. That study 
is focused on individual acquisition of restricted collocations. So, it might suggest that 
when a respondent does not know a PLI they are more likely to insert a higher frequency 
verb in the cloze test for several reasons: 
i. They are more likely to know the higher frequency verbs 
ii. Since these verbs are associated with more PLIs they are more likely to choose 
the higher frequency verbs 
iii. They are likely to choose light verbs because their meanings are so vague that 
they are likely to be a better guess if someone does not know an appropriate 
verb with a more definite meaning. 






3.7 Testing the reliability of both cloze test items for Study 1 and Study 2 
This section will briefly discuss how the testing of reliability of both cloze test question 
sets are done. There is a need for both cloze test tests to be tested for their reliability. A 
Cronbach Alpha was used to test the reliability of the two cloze set items utilized for the 
studies. Four participants from a group of postgraduate students from Malaysia had to 
answer both cloze testing sets of questions. Their score of both sets of testing tools were 
then calculated and checked for reliability scores. The reliability test checked for the four 
band (or categories) of both sets of cloze testing tools (for Study 1 and Study 2).  
 
It confirms that both tests items are highly reliable, a= 0.915. Table 3.13 and Table 3.14 
provide detailed results of the reliability test. 
 
Table 3.12 Reliability results for both test items 
Reliability Statistics  
Cronbach’s Alpha .915 
N 8 
 
Table 3.13 Individual reliability results for each item of verb frequency 
 Scale mean if 
item deleted 
Scale variance 




Alpha if item 
deleted 
L1 8.60 57.80 .985 .878 
L2 9.20 79.70 .989 .913 
HL1 7.60 58.30 .878 .891 
H1 8.40 67.30 .797 .898 
M1 8.00 55.00 .927 .887 
HL2 7.20 69.20 .665 .909 





M2 8.60 87.30 -.013 .942 
Note 
L1 Low frequency (Cloze test 1-Study 1) 
HL1 High (light) frequency (Cloze test 1-Study 1) 
H1 High frequency (Cloze test 1-Study 1) 
M1 Medium frequency (Cloze test 1-Study 1) 
L2 Low frequency (Cloze test 2-Study 2) 
HL2 High (light) frequency (Cloze test 2-Study 2) 
H2 High frequency (Cloze test 2-Study 2) 
M2 Medium frequency (Cloze test 2-Study 2) 
 
 
This means that if someone scores (relatively) high on one category, they will score 
(relatively) high on all the others across tests (a=0.915). The two tests measure the same 
thing (but not necessarily on the same scale). 
 
3.8 Chapter summary 
Like other corpora projects employed to obtain word frequencies, the creation of the NST 
corpus falls into a number of complex phases yet came out with a very significant 
outcome to the overall project. Looking at the benefits of corpora I would agree with 
Kennedy’s (1998) statement that ‘linguists use corpora to answer questions and solve 
problems’ (Kennedy, 1998: 2). Corpora provide us with authentic texts, and definitely 
linguists and researchers ‘can sit at a computer terminal and call up all the examples of 
the usage of a word or phrase from many millions of words of text in a few seconds 
(McEnery & Wilson, 1996: 91).  This illustrates the benefits of corpus data in language 
studies. I have a similar expectation that one day NST corpus will become useful to 
linguists, researchers and teachers in doing related tasks in language studies. However, 
there are some limitations of this corpus which need to be acknowledged. One of the 





are strengths as well to be highlighted and definitely this corpus will be further developed 
and eventually become balanced.  
 
Apart from the weaknesses highlighted above, the state of this study using endonormative 
data, the NST corpus, rather than exonormative data for the overall study is actually an 
advantage and can be seen as an appropriate method of studying learners’ vocabulary 
acquisition of other English varieties. The cloze test of the first study in this thesis is seen 
to be an essential methodology for testing in New Englishes. Thus, I am proposing that 
both corpus and cloze test used for this study have revealed a new kind of data for outer 






















The acquisition of Malaysian English restricted collocations 
4.1 Introduction 
This chapter reports the methodology and the analysis of the first study. This study 
focuses on the acquisition of Malaysian English restricted collocations. It examines the 
Malaysian English restricted collocations acquired by Malaysian learners both in 
Malaysia and New Zealand. The first study uses a newly developed cloze test where the 
verb frequency was supplied by the NST corpus. The details of the corpus development 
were discussed in Chapter 3 of this thesis.  
 
In order to investigate the acquisition of Malaysian English restricted collocations, the 
test was administered to three different groups of Malaysian learners and a group of 
native speakers, as follows:  
I. a group of high school students in Malaysia who were being taught English in a 
Malay medium system 
II. a group of Malaysian undergraduate university students (from first, second and 
third years) 
III. a group of Malaysian students in New Zealand (from first, second and third 
years) 






The group of 20 native speakers of New Zealand English was recruited from among the 
undergraduates at the University of Canterbury. The rationale was to examine native 
speakers’ responses towards the use of Malaysian English, as it was worth seeing how 
native speakers of New Zealand English responded to it to provide a baseline for native 
speakers. Their responses and reactions were essential, as Malaysian English was 
perceived as another variety of English. The results of their scores were seen to be a 
benchmark, and a way of checking the validity of this cloze test set. 
 
This study was conducted through quantitative research methods, and analyses were done 
using SPSS software, which will be discussed below.  
 
4.1.1 Research questions and hypotheses 
The main research question and hypothesis for the study is: 
How does the duration of exposure to the collocations of written Malaysian English 
affect the acquisition of Malaysian English collocations throughout the educational 
lifespan of learners of Malaysian English? 
The hypothesis is that acquisition is positively correlated with exposure to RCs as 
measured by the length of time a learner has been exposed to the target language. 
 
Other related research questions and hypotheses to be tested:   
The frequency of a lexical item in corpora predicts acquisition because the frequency of a 
lexical item is a proxy for the likelihood that a learner has been exposed to the item. The 






 i) What role does the frequency of a clozed head verb of a verb phrase collocation play 
as a measure of the likelihood that a learner of Malaysian English has been exposed to a 
Malaysian English VP collocation? 
The hypothesis to be investigated in answer to this question is that the frequency of the 
head verb in corpora of the target language is positively correlated with acquisition. 
 
ii) What role does the frequency of restricted collocation as a whole, as a measure of the 
likelihood that a learner of Malaysian English has been exposed to a VP collocation, play 
on its acquisition in the case of Malaysian English? The hypothesis to be investigated is 





According to Kuiper, Columbus & Schmitt (2009), each phrasal lexical item is a lexical 
unit with its own entry and it is stored in the mental lexicon of a language user. This 
theory, along with other relevant theories by Cutting and Bock (1997) and Sprenger, 
Levelt and Kempen (2006) looks at the nature of language acquisition. Specifically, they 
look at how lexical items are stored and retrieved, as well as what is acquired. It appears 
that cloze testing is considered as one of the tools that has the potential of allowing for 
the investigation of the retrieval of phrasal expressions to become possible (Kobayashi, 





consists of twenty gaps to be filled by the participants. Section 3.2 describes cloze testing 
in specific, providing a strong indication of how this test procedure is widely used in 
testing language ability (Kobayashi, 2002).  The analysis looks at the participant’s 
productive capacity for producing restricted collocations, and the extent to which they 
produce standard Malaysian English collocations. The acquisition of restricted 
collocations, measured by means of the cloze test, was analyzed according to the range of 
verbs which respondents use to fill the gaps. In most cloze testing (Kuiper, Columbus, & 
Schmitt, 2009), it is common to regard one of the possible cloze items as correct, i.e. 
idiomatic, and others as ‘incorrect’. The former response is regarded as ‘native-like’ 
(Pawley & Syder, 1983) while the latter range of responses is regarded as ‘non-native 





The initial plan was to opt for a clustered sampling procedure, which involves choosing 
certain physical or geographical areas or states in Malaysia. This was supported by the 
latest data attained from the Ministry of Education in 2010, as there were about 242 
registered private schools in Malaysia (see Appendix D). Among these schools only 64 
schools were using English as medium of teaching and learning while the remaining 178 






Based on the given data, a number of schools were shortlisted to be chosen from urban 
and rural areas. The plan was to have at least two schools chosen from each area, making 
it a total of four or more schools, with two Malay medium schools and two English 
medium schools. This idea of having schools from various locations might have allowed 
for the observation of any significant effect of medium of instruction on the acquisition of 
restricted collocations. Unfortunately, the target was not possible to achieve as the 
schools’ directors or principals were reluctant to either cooperate or join the project. This 
happened because almost all of the English medium schools are privately owned and 
those with authority, like the directors or principals, did not feel an obligation to 
participate in the research project. 
 
At the initial stage, about 20 English medium schools were contacted, and only 2 schools 
from Gombak, Selangor agreed to join. Yet, it was later found that one of the schools 
used Malay as their main medium of teaching and learning. As for the Malay medium 
schools, which were government-based schools, there were two schools volunteered to 
join the research. Both of these schools were located in a state of the northern part of 
Malaysia known as Kedah. 
 
In the end, only one English medium school participated in the study, with only limited 
numbers of students involved. With only seven participants, this group of students was 
too small and thus no longer significant for the study. As a result, the data collected from 






Since there was very limited access to English medium schools, convenience sampling 
became the only available selection process. This sampling procedure was acceptable 
(Boudah, 2011) and this condition may suggest a limitation in generalizing the following 
results to a larger population.  
 
Participants  
The study was conducted at a number of institutions including two Malay-medium high 
schools in Malaysia. A total of 50 students from both schools were selected. Other than 
that, a group of 79 Malaysian university students were selected as participants. These 
university students were selected based on their year of education. For the next group, 
Malaysian students who are studying in New Zealand, a total of 53 students were chosen 
to become the respondents. All students who participated in this study answered the cloze 
tests, and prior to that they agreed to take part in the study by signing the consent form 
(see Appendix E). An information sheet regarding the study was also distributed to each 
participant (see Appendix E). 
 
There were a total of 202 students including 20 native speakers selected for the cloze test 
and the details are as follows: 
Table 4.1 Number of respondents involved in the study 






Total Per cent 
% 














3 79 39.11 





3 53 26.24 




1 20 9.9 





All these students, except for the native speakers group, started their formal English 
education at the age of 7, which was the first year of primary school. The high school 
students were at the age of 17, which was the final year of secondary school education. 
As for the university students, they were different ages and came from variety of 
backgrounds, i.e. completed their A Level, completed their matriculation study, 
completed their diploma from polytechnics, or just completed their STPM-Sijil Tinggi 
Pelajaran Malaysia. The variety was already expected, but their primary and high school 
education are assumed to be standard. They are supposed to have attended 6 years of 
primary school education and at least 5 years in secondary school. 
 
As noted above, there were 20 native speakers who were recruited for the study. These 
students were doing various courses at the University of Canterbury such as Psychology, 
Anthropology, Journalism, Geography, Commerce and Biological Science.  







Table 4.2 Questionnaire obtained from native speakers of New Zealand English 
Native speaker of new Zealand English No of students 




Table 4.3 Questionnaire obtained from school students in Malaysia 
School No of students 




Table 4.4 Questionnaires obtained from university students in Malaysia 
YEAR No of students Per cent % 
Year 1 29 36.7 
Year 2 30 37.97 
Year 3 20 25.32 
TOTAL 79 100 
 
Notes 
These students were doing various courses in a Malaysian university (UUM) i.e., Bachelor in Banking, 
Business and Entrepreneurships. Their gender is not counted for this study. 
 
 
The following table lists the number of Malaysian students who are currently studying in 
New Zealand involved in the test. The students who participated were from various 







Table 4.5 Questionnaire obtained from Malaysian students who are studying in New 
Zealand 
YEAR No of students Per cent % 
Year 1 15 28.3 
Year 2 17 32.08 
Year 3 21 39.6 




The present study focuses only on verb+noun lexical collocations. As indicated above 
this is because they are regarded as key combinations in producing clauses and sentences, 
and they are the most often selected in the previous empirical research (Bahn & Eldaw, 
1993; Bahns, 1993; Biskup, 1992). These studies also suggested that more focus is to be 
placed on verb+noun collocations, since it is the verb that causes the greatest difficulties 
for learners. Nesselhauf (2003) has the opinion that verb-noun combinations are the most 
frequently mistaken, so they should receive particular attention of learners. 
The questionnaire and the cloze tests (see Appendix F) were distributed to each 
institution.  Time taken for the cloze test was not controlled. The students answered the 
test with my supervision. 
The following list consists of the 20 selected head verbs for the first study, divided into 
three frequency bands and four categories based on their frequency in the NST corpus. 







Table 4.6 List of 20 selected head verbs for the first study 




























  6 789 
  5 218 
  4 261 
  1 997 
     913 
     907 
     728 
     450 
     186 
     115 
       55 
       22 






















HLF-High Light Frequency Verbs 
HF-High Frequency Verbs 
MF-Medium Frequency Verbs 
LF-Low Frequency Verbs 
 
 
The respondents were asked to fill lexical verb gaps from a text written by the researcher 
in a vernacular style. It was about a multicultural event celebrated in Malaysia. The aim 





narrative interest to encourage respondents to maintain their interest until the end of the 
story (Kuiper, Columbus, & Schmitt, 2009). Given below are the 20 restricted 
collocations tested on the students. The students were only required to provide the 
missing verbs from the given text. 
 
Table 4.7 List of 20 restricted collocations tested on the students 
Restricted collocations  
1. give a hoot 
2. making a fast buck 
3. get a grip of oneself 
4. does wonders 
5. taking a big risk 
6. stop bickering 
7. pay respect 
8. tell the difference 
9. look the part 
10. create a win-win situation 
11. observe taboo and prohibited 
things 
12. kill time 
13. air view 
14. cleared backlog 
15. steal the show 
16. shouldered the responsibility 
17. rekindle family ties 
18. gnash teeth 
19. crack (a) joke 












4.4 Results  
As mentioned in Chapter 1, the duration of exposure is interpreted as length of time a 
learner has been exposed to the target language. Since respondents were categorized into 
four different groups, they are expected to have different exposure, which should 
indirectly affect their performance on the test.  
The subsequent sections discuss the two separate analyses using SPSS software. The 
analysis of variance, ANOVA was done in investigating learners’ and native speakers’ 
production of restricted collocations. 
 
A correlation analysis was done on twenty restricted collocation to investigate the 
relationship between two variables, i.e. the frequency of phrase frequency as the 
independent variable, and a dependent variable, acquisition, which was represented by 
the total number of correct answers of only the learners. The Pearson correlation 
coefficients (r) take on values from -1 to +1. The motivation was to describe the strength 
and direction of the relationship between the variables. In this analysis the native 
speakers’ group is omitted and only learners’ total numbers of correct answers were 
counted as the focus was more on the production of restricted collocation of learners as 
native and non-native verb-phrase processing might not be the same. Plus, the aim was to 
look at the acquisition of Malaysia English and native speakers of New Zealand English 
might not be relevant to this analysis. 
 






This section reports the results testing whether participant groups have an impact on the 
number of correct items. The hypothesis to be investigated in answering this question is 
that participant groups perform differently regarding test scores. Participant groups in this 
sense refer to the four different groups of participants involved in this study. It is also 
assumed that the frequency of a closed head verb of a verb phrase has effects on the total 
number of correct answers on the test.  
 
Another hypothesis to be investigated in answer to this question is that the frequency of 
the head verb in a corpus of the target language affects the acquisition of RCs, which is 
represented by total number of correct answers.  
 
For this purpose, a mixed between-within subjects analysis of variance (ANOVA) was 
done in order to examine the impact of participant group and frequency of head verb on 
acquisition, as measured by a newly developed cloze test. Remember that the four 
participant groups are Malay medium school students, tertiary students in Malaysia, 
Malaysian tertiary students in New Zealand and native speakers of New Zealand English. 
 
The means and standard deviations are presented in Table 4.8 and Figure 4.1.  
 
Table 4.8 Means and Standard Deviations for scores in the cloze test by 4 groups of 









Malaysians in NZ 
uni 
N=53 

















HLF 0.79 0.82 0.80 0.83 1.88 1.29 3.60 0.75 
HF 0.65 0.57 0.88 0.59 0.96 0.61 1.75 0.85 
MF 0.10 0.30 0.10 0.30 0.75 0.78 0.65 0.74 
LF 0.03 0.19 0.12 0.38 0.26 0.52 0.70 0.73 
Notes 
The maximum score per frequency band (max= 5 per band). 
 
HLF-High Light Frequency Verbs 
HF-High Frequency Verbs 
MF-Medium Frequency Verbs 




Native speaker of  NZ English - Kiwi/Native 
Malaysians studying in NZ- UC/NZ Malaysian 
Secondary school students-School 







Figure4. 1 Means of Scores in the Cloze Test by 4 groups of Participants (Learning 
types) and the head-verb frequency (4 verb-types) 
 
All pairwise tests were statistically significant (p < .05) with the exception of the 
difference between UUM (Malaysian tertiary group) and secondary school.  
The interaction effect between four groups of participants and verb types was statistically 
significant, p= .000. There was a statistically significant main effect for verb type, p= 
.000 (less than alpha level 0.05), suggesting differences in the scores between the 4 






The result between Malaysian tertiary group and secondary school group was quite 
unexpected as the tertiary level students were hypothesized to have more (longer) 
exposure than the secondary school students. They may share the same score for medium 
frequency verbs, but their scores for high frequency verbs (i.e. stop, pay, tell, look and 
create) and low frequency verbs (i.e. shoulder, rekindle, gnash, crack and foot) were 
slightly different. The effect of (length of) exposure is not observed across these two 
groups. It could be that exposure per se in not as powerful at all as explicit learning of 
collocations is much required and needed in this case. It seems that acquiring collocations 
through incidental learning is too slow (Gyllstad, 2007). What is more is that the gap of 
exposure is too small to show a gap and make a significant difference in terms of test 
scores. 
 
The relative poor scores by the New Zealand native speakers were observed in supplying 
the missing head verbs. The participants responded well only in the first two verb 
frequencies i.e. high light frequency verbs, and slightly lower for high frequency verbs. 
The data showed that they performed poorly in the middle frequency and low frequency 
verbs. Since all the target collocations were considered standard and appear in BNC 
corpus, it could be that the vernacular style of the text which was written in the local 
Malaysian English style seem to be the main ‘interference’ of native speakers 
understanding the text. In other words, context may be one of the reasons causing 
difficulties for native speakers as they were not familiar with it, plus not enough clues to 
infer a correct verb for a specific collocation. Another reason could be that no credit was 





exact-word scoring as correct answer. The exact-word scoring was an ideal approach 
which added objectivity to the marking process because it may not be affected by any 
kind of subjectivity or personal opinion (from the part of the evaluator). Alderson (1980) 
has stated that even native speakers (of a specific language) may not be perfectly correct, 
when the exact-word scoring approach is applied. However, the overall performance of 
native speakers was better as compared to non-native speakers. This was due to the RCs 
used were mainly used in standard English. They may face difficulties understanding the 
context (the Outer Circle English), but since they are familiar with English restricted 
collocations the retrieval is absolutely fast. 
 
 On a difficulty scale, expressions containing high light frequency verbs were considered 
the easiest ones, followed by expressions with high frequency verbs and medium 
frequency verbs, ending with the expressions including low frequency verbs, which were 
considered the hardest ones on the scale. As expected, the interaction effect between four 
groups of participants and verb types was statistically significant. There was also a 
statistically main effect for verb type. These findings suggest that both native speaker and 
three non-native speakers groups achieved a higher number of correct answers for the 
restricted collocations with high light frequency verbs than the restricted collocations 
using low frequency verbs, with the high and medium frequencies being in the middle. 
As can be seen in Figure 4, the effect of verb types (or verb frequencies) was observed as 
participants achieved the highest score on the most frequent category and followed by the 






4.4.2 The role of frequency of restricted collocations on acquisition 
Results 
This section reports the results testing the hypothesis that the frequency of a restricted 
collocation correlates with the acquisition of Malaysian English collocations, which was 
measured by number of correct items on the cloze test. It is assumed that the frequency of 
the restricted collocations a whole correlate with the acquisition of RCs.  
 
The frequency of a restricted collocation was interpreted as the frequency of each of the 
20 restricted collocations tested in the cloze test. This frequency was based on the 
frequency in a corpus of a target language, i.e. NST corpus (see Table 3.8). The following 
table, Table 4.9 shows the summary of correlation results. 
 
Table 4.9 Summary of correlation results for frequency 20 of restricted collocations and 
number of correct items on the cloze test by learners 
 
N=20 
Pearson correlation of the frequency of 
restricted collocations and number of 
correct items on the cloze test 
r = .035 
p .883 
 
The results reveal that the relationship between the frequency 20 of restricted collocations 
and number of correct items on the cloze test by learners was too small. It shows a little 





The findings show that the there was too small relationship observed between the 
frequency 20 of restricted collocations (from NST corpus) and number of correct items 
on the cloze test by learners. In other words, the frequency of the restricted collocation as 
a whole does not play any effect on the acquisition of RCs of Malaysian English. 
Learners are not likely to answer the phrase verbs correctly even if the phrase has a 
higher frequency in a corpus. The findings suggest that phrase frequency is not a 























The acquisition of restricted collocations of New Zealand English 
5.1 Introduction 
This chapter will discuss Study 2, which shares quite similar procedures and test design 
with Study 1, presented in Chapter 4. This chapter will report the methodology and the 
analyses of the present research. It describes the research approach, sampling procedures, 
research instrumentation, data collection procedures, and the results of the analyses. 
Similar to the former chapter, the analyses utilized SPSS software and are discussed as 
follows. 
 
The study focuses on the acquisition of standard English restricted collocations, in 
particular those of New Zealand English. This study is considered a replication study 
with Malaysian international students as respondents. It comes second because of the 
decision to look as students as they get further on in their studies and thus their exposure 
to English increased. 
 
In order to conduct the second study, where learners acquire restricted collocations in a 
native setting, this study replicates the experimental design carried out in the study 
inquiring into the acquisition of phrasal vocabulary by Kuiper, Columbus, & Schmitt 








5.1.1 Research question and hypotheses 
 
This chapter will cover the second research question of the study. The research question 
concerns the acquisition of restricted collocations of standard English by Malaysian 
learners abroad. The main objective of this study is to see the influence of exposure to 
standard English during the respondents’ undergraduate studies. The learners’ production 
of restricted collocations is examined throughout the immersion period, as it is suggested 
by Randall (1980), Schmitt (1998), and Sӧkmen (1993) that learners will acquire more 
‘native-like’ phrasal vocabulary as their proficiency increases. Additionally, proficiency 
can only increase as a result of exposure to the target language over time, i.e. it is 
exposure grading. While this may be the case with many aspects of acquisition, it is an 
open question whether it is also the case with the acquisition of restricted collocations by 
international students. However, this study is not a longitudinal study as no data about the 
collocational competence of the participants before they came to study in New Zealand 
were collected.  
 
The relevant research question and hypothesis to be answered are as follows. 
 
Research question 
How does the duration of exposure to New Zealand English affect the acquisition of 







The hypothesis to be investigated in answer to this question is that the acquisition of RCs, 
or the number of correct answers, was different based on exposure, as measured by the 
length of time a learner has been exposed to the target language.  
 
Other related research questions, and hypotheses to be tested: 
It is assumed that the frequency of a lexical item in corpora is a factor in acquisition 
because the frequency of a lexical item is a proxy for the likelihood that a learner has 
been exposed to that item. This assumption results in the following research questions. 
  
i) What role does the frequency of a clozed head verb of a verb phrase collocation, as a 
measure of the likelihood of having been exposed to a VP collocation, play in the 
acquisition of the corresponding RC in the case of standard English? 
The hypothesis to be investigated in answer to this question is that the frequency of the 
head verb in corpora of the target language is positively correlated with the acquisition of 
the corresponding collocation in standard English or to be specific, New Zealand English. 
 
ii) What role does the frequency of a restricted collocation, as a measure of likelihood of 
having been exposed to a VP collocation, play on its acquisition in standard English? The 
hypothesis to be investigated in answer to this question is that the frequency of the RC in 










The cloze test used for this study focused on the influence of exposure to English on the 
acquisition of English VP restricted collocations. This research study uses the 
experimental design of Kuiper, Columbus, & Schmitt (2009) which is outlined below. 
The rationale was that this group of international students was assumed to have adequate 
exposure to New Zealand English in their formal and informal activities. They were 
expected to be approaching the proficiency of native speakers and thus were expected to 
be able to perform similarly to the native speakers in the study by Kuiper, Columbus and 
Schmitt on test items. 
 
As with the first study, the second experimental instrument also consisted of a vernacular 
story of a common social event (see Appendix G). According to Kuiper, Columbus and 
Schmitt (2009), at twenty points in the story there was a cloze gap where a verb was 
omitted. These verbs were classified according to their frequency in large corpora. The 
restricted collocations for this experiment came from the Syntactically Annotated 
Dictionary of Idioms (SAID), and the verbs were divided into three frequency bands and 
four categories based on a combined evaluation of verb frequency rankings in the Brown 
Corpus (accessed via edict.com.hk), Kilgarriff’s BNC rankings (Kilgarriff, 1995), the 
Most Frequent Word lists (Nation, 2000) and the discussion in Nation and Waring 
(1997). These were checked against Kilgarriff’s lemmatized BNC frequency list, and the 
results showed that the original allocations were largely accurate. The frequency bands 
were also checked against frequency data from the CELEX database and the BNC corpus 





multi choice). This test item was tested on participants aged from 16 to 60 plus. This was 
because there is previous evidence that the acquisition of phrasal vocabulary is age 
graded (Wray, 2002). Non-native speaker respondents were also tested using the same 
instrument because there was evidence that non-native speakers acquire phrasal 




For this research purpose, a stratified sampling procedure was applied for the study. A 
cohort of 20 students from each of Year 1, Year 2 and Year 3 of international study were 
chosen (N = 60). These students were Malaysian students studying in New Zealand, 
doing various courses in New Zealand universities, e.g. Bachelor in Mechanical 
Engineering, Geography, Sciences etc. Before the test started the students were given 
information sheet (see Appendix E) regarding the study. Those who agreed to take part in 
this study signed the consent form (see Appendix E). All students were required to 
answer the cloze test in a set up venue i.e. a hall. I supervised the test and there was no 
discussion allowed throughout the period. That was important as individuals’ responses 
were crucial for this study. 
 
Participants 
Since the respondents were international students who were all from Malaysia and 
studying in New Zealand, they had acquired English as a second language, and the 





circle variety. This made for a very interesting population of international students, with 
exposure to both Malaysian and, more recently, New Zealand English. While there was a 
competency threshold for entry to New Zealand undergraduate study of IELTS 6, the 
variety of English with which students were most familiar was not standard British or 
North American English. (That is not to say that they have no exposure to these other 
varieties, through the media, for example.) 
 
Most Malaysian students started their formal English education at the age of 7, the first 
year of primary school. The assumption made was that all of them started at the same 
age. However, these students were of different ages and came from a variety of 
backgrounds, i.e. completed their A Level, completed their matriculation study, 
completed their diploma from polytechnics and other tertiary institutions or just 
completed their STPM-Sijil Tinggi Pelajaran Malaysia, an examination equivalent to A 
Level. Some of these students were self-sponsored where they might come from well-to-
do families, and some of them were on scholarship. This variety was expected, although 
their primary and high school education was assumed to be standard; most students 




This study, like Study 1, focuses on verb+noun lexical collocations, for the same reasons. 
The difference is only that the second study concerns the production of standard English 





the students’ language production, the questionnaire and the cloze tests were distributed 
by the researcher to all 60 Malaysian students who were registered as undergraduate 
students in New Zealand universities. As with the first study, the time taken for the cloze 
test was not controlled.  
The second cloze test set used the restricted collocations as found in the study by Kuiper, 
Columbus & Schmitt (2009): 
Table 5.1 Frequency data and band allocation of head verbs  
Verb Rank number Total occurrences Frequency band 
Do 18 559 596 HL 
Make 46 217 268 HL 
Take 54 179 220 HL 
Give 76 131 417 HL 
Keep 189 50 092 HL 
Let 330 29 768 H 
Join 594 17 331 H 
Drive 618 16 477 H 
Act 654 15 620 H 
Avoid 866 11 750 H 
Wipe 3122 2 367 M 
Tighten 4178 1548 M 
Seal 4249 1512 M 
Spare 5457 1023 M 
Scrape 6011 865 M 
Worship no rank 0 (as verb) L 
Wring no rank 0 L 
Pluck no rank 0 L 
Goad no rank 0 L 
Toe no rank 0 (as verb) L 
Notes: 





H- High frequency verbs 
M- Medium frequency verbs 
L- Low frequency verbs 
 
As for the cloze test, the respondents were asked to fill lexical verb gaps from a text in a 
vernacular style which was designed by Kuiper, Columbus, & Schmitt (2009). The 
complements of the lexical verbs being used were given in bold type. The aim was to 
provide a visual clue that the gap was related to the bolded sequence of words. The 
following table provides the list of the 20 collocational items used for the test: 
The restricted collocations were ordered by band of head verbs as shown in Table 5.2 
Table 5.2 List of restricted collocations used for Study 2 
Phrasal lexical verbs (PLIs) Frequency band 
 
1. Do things by halves  
2. Make tracks    
3. Take a fancy to   
4. Give NP the creeps  
5. Keep a straight face   
6. Let NP into a secret  
7. Join/enter the fray  
8. Drive NP to drive   
9. Act the goat   
10. Avoid NP like the plague  
11. Wipe NP off the map   
12. Tighten NP’s belt   
13. Seal NP’s fate   
14. Spare no expense  
15. Scrape the bottom of the barrel 
16. Worship the ground NP walks on 
17. Wring NP’s neck  
18. Pluck/summon up courage  
19. Goad/spur NP into action  
























HL- High Light frequency verbs 
H- High frequency verbs  
M- Medium frequency verbs 






5.4 Results  
The duration of exposure is interpreted as length of time a learner has been exposed to the 
target language. Other than age, other aspects like year of study and months of learning 
potentially affect the acquisition of restricted collocations. In this study, these three 
factors have been analyzed and discussed and termed as exposure grading.  
i) Year of study ii) Age  iii) Months of learning 
The following sections discuss the three separate analyses using SPSS software. The 
analyses of ANOVA, Correlation and Multiple Regression analyses were done to 
investigate learners’ production of restricted collocations throughout the immersion 
period.  
 
A correlation analysis was done on twenty restricted collocation to investigate the 
relationship between two variables, i.e. the frequency of phrase frequency as the 
independent variable, and a dependent variable, acquisition, which was represented by 
the total number of correct answers of the 60 learners. The motivation was to describe the 
strength and direction of the relationship between the variables. 
 
5.4.1 Year of study and head verb frequency 
 
Results 
This section reports the results testing the hypothesis that year of study has an impact on 





hypothesis to be investigated in answer to this question is that the acquisition of RCs is 
affected by year of study. 
It is also assumed that the frequency of a clozed head verb of a verb phrase collocation 
has effects on the acquisition of RCs. The hypothesis to be investigated in answer to this 
question is that the frequency of the head verb in corpora of the target has an effect on 
acquisition. 
 
A mixed between-within subjects analysis of variance (ANOVA) was conducted to 
explore the impact of years of study of New Zealand English, represented by Year 1, 
Year 2 and Year 3, and the frequency of the clozed head verb of  verb phrase 
collocations, represented by verb-type, on the acquisition of restricted collocations, as 
measured by a set cloze testing item.  
 
The interaction effect between year of studies and verb types was not statistically 
significant, p= .205. There was a statistically significant main effect for verb type, p= 
.0001. However, the effect of year of studies was not statistically significant, p= .345, 
suggesting no difference in the score between the year of studies of those 60 students. 
 
The means and standard deviations are presented in Table 1 and Figure 1. On a difficulty 
scale, expressions containing high light frequency verbs were considered the easiest ones, 
followed by expressions with high frequency verbs and medium frequency verbs, ending 
with the expressions including low frequency verbs, which were considered the hardest 






Table 5.3 Means and Standard Deviations for Scores in the Cloze Test by 3 groups of 


















HLF 1.05 1.14 1.55 1.39 0.95 0.99 
HF 0.70 0.86 1.10 0.78 1.15 1.13 
MF 0.55 0.75 0.85 0.74 0.55 0.60 
LF 0.30 0.65 0.30 0.47 0.25 0.63 
Note 
HLF-High Light Frequency Verbs 
HF-High Frequency Verbs 
MF-Medium Frequency Verbs 





Figure 5.1 Mean of Scores in the Cloze Test by 3 groups of Participants (Year of Study) 
and the head-verb frequency (4 verb-types) 
 
 
All pairwise tests were statistically significant (p < .05) with the exception of the 
difference between HFL and HF verb types. 
 
5.4.2 Correlation results of year of study, age and months of learning 
On the strength of these negative results relating to year of study, a further step which 
was not done in the analysis of Chapter 4 was taken by doing a further correlation 
analysis. The rationale was to observe the relationship among the variables, i.e. age, year 
of study and months of learning so as to confirm which one is a better predictor and can 






Correlation analyses were done in order to describe the relationship among the variables. 
The Pearson correlation coefficients (r) take on values from -1 to +1. The variables of all 
four verb types: high light frequency, high frequency, medium frequency and low 
frequency evaluated along with other variables (total scores, age, year of study and 
months of learning) to describe the strength and direction of the relationship among the 
variables.  
 
The results in Table 5.4 reveals that the relationship between months of learning and the 
verb types was strong, with a positive relationship between the variables (n=60). This 
means that more months of exposure led to a higher total score performance.  
 
Table 5.4 The relationship between months of exposure and verb types 










HLF-High Light Frequency Verbs 
HF-High Frequency Verbs 
MF-Medium Frequency Verbs 
LF-Low Frequency Verbs 
 
Apart from that there was a strong, positive correlation between months of learning and 
total score, r= .398, n=60. However, there was not a strong correlation between either 
year of study or age with other variables, especially total score and verb types, suggesting 





months of learning may be a stronger indicator of the exposure grading, as it had a 
stronger relationship with the total score and the verb types. 
 
Table 5.5 Correlation between either year of study and age with other variables especially 
total and verb types 
 
HFL HF M L total age year month 
HFL 
Pearson Correlation         
Sig. (2-tailed) 
 
       




        
Sig. (2-tailed) .000 
 
      






       
Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .002 
 
     








      
Sig. (2-tailed) .001 .003 .000 
 
    










     
Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .000 .000 .000 
 
   
N 60 60 60 60 60    
age 
Pearson Correlation -.205 -.023 -.068 -.162 -.153    
Sig. (2-tailed) .116 .864 .606 .216 .244 
 
  
N 60 60 60 60 60 60   
year 
Pearson Correlation -.034 .195 .000 -.035 .046 .571
**
   
Sig. (2-tailed) .795 .134 1.000 .789 .727 .000 
 
 












 .031 -.096  
Sig. (2-tailed) .029 .020 .003 .020 .002 .816 .468 
 
N 60 60 60 60 60 60 60 60 
**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 
*. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed). 
 
Notes: 
HLF-High Light Frequency Verbs 





MF-Medium Frequency Verbs 
LF-Low Frequency Verbs 
 
The means and standard deviations are presented in Table 5.6.  
Table 5.6 Means and Standard Deviations of year of study and age with total score and 
verb types 
 Mean Std. Deviation N 
HLF 1.1833 1.20016 60 
HF .9833 .94764 60 
M .6500 .70890 60 
L .2833 .58488 60 
Total (score) 3.100 2.68518 60 
Age 21.13 1.478 60 
Year 2.0 .823 60 
Months 188.95 35.990 60 
 
Notes: 
HLF-High Light Frequency Verbs 
HF-High Frequency Verbs 
MF-Medium Frequency Verbs 
LF-Low Frequency Verbs 
 
 
5.4.3 Multiple regression analysis of year of study, age and months of learning 
A multiple linear regression analysis was done to examine the relationship between the 
dependent variable, total score, and a set of independent variables or predictors. All the 
predictors were entered in a single step using a forced entry method. This method was 





and this study aimed to evaluate how much unique variance in the dependent variable 
(total score) can be explained by each of the independent variables. In other words, no 
variables were controlled and each variable was expected to make a unique contribution. 
In this sense, the analysis tested the hypothesis of the influence of exposure to the 
acquisition of verb-phrase collocations. The exposure was referred to the exposure to the 
target language over time, i.e. it is exposure grading. The force entry method was also 
opted in testing the above theory of age grading in the acquisition of restricted 
collocations as in the studies done by Kuiper, Columbus & Schmitt (2009) and Escaip 
(2008). 
 
This regression analysis was done to observe the relationship among those independent 
variables; age, months of learning and age, and dependent variable; total scores as the 
targets were to explore the following aims: 
1. how well this set of independent variables are able to predict a particular outcome, 
which is the total scores, 
2. to find out which variable in this independent variable set is the best predictor of the 
total scores 
 
In this analysis verb types were not used as part of the dependent variables as the aim was 
not on the frequency effects in the acquisition of restricted collocations. The correlation 
results in Section 5.4.2 showed that months of learning has shown a strong and positive 





exposure will result to higher score performance. Months of learning was seen to be a 
stronger indicator of the exposure grading. 
 
Analysis of variance (ANOVA) and regression analyses may seem to be redundant in 
terms of finding out the effects of exposure grading on acquisition; however, the 
regression analysis seems to able to provide a clear answer as to which variables predict 
the outcome score. At the initial stage, ANOVA was done with the assumption that the 
acquisition of restricted collocations was affected by year of study (age graded), parallel 
with Kuiper, Columbus & Schmitt (2009) and Escaip (2008). Since, the year of study did 
not show an effect then multiple regression analysis was opted to figure out a better 
predictor. The main aim was to figure out a strong indicator of the exposure grading.    
 
Preliminary analyses were conducted to ensure that there were no violations of the 
assumptions of normality, linearity, multicollinearity and homoscedasticity.  
 
The model as a whole was 23.4%, Sig. Of F change=0.002. The model showed that only 
one measure, months of learning, was statistically significant, recording the highest beta 
value (beta= .433, p= .001). This is greater than those of age (beta= .321, p= .029) and 
year of study (beta= .270, p= .065).  
 
This analysis has shown that months of learning made the strongest unique contribution 





study and age. This suggests that months of learning contributes the most to the 
prediction of acquisition of restricted collocations. 
 
Table 5.7 The mean score and standard deviations of dependent variable, total score and a 
set of independent variables or predictors: age, year of study and months of learning 
 
 Mean Std. Deviation N 
Total 
score 
3.1000 2.68518 60 
Months 188.95 35.990 60 
Year of 
study 
2.00 .823 60 
Age 21.13 1.478 60 
 
The following is the model summary of the dependent variable, total score and a set of 
independent variables or predictors: age, year of study and months of learning. 
 




R square .234 
Adjusted R square .193 
Std. error of the estimate 2.41240 
R square change .234 









Predictors: (Constant: age, months, year of study 
 
 
5.4.4 The role of the frequency of a restricted collocation on its acquisition  
Results 
This section reports the results testing the hypothesis that the frequency of a restricted 
collocation correlates with the acquisition of standard English collocations, which was 
measured by number of correct items on the cloze test. It is assumed that the frequency of 
the restricted collocations a whole correlate with the acquisition of RCs.  
 
The frequency of a restricted collocation was interpreted as the frequency of each of the 
20 restricted collocations tested in the cloze test. This frequency was based on the 
frequency in a corpus of a target language, i.e. BNC (see Table 3.9). The following table, 
Table 5.9 shows the summary of correlation results. 
 
Table 5.9 Summary of correlation results for frequency 20 of restricted collocations and 
number of correct items on the cloze test by learners 
N=20 
Pearson correlation of the frequency of 
restricted collocations and number of 
correct items on the cloze test 







The results reveal that the relationship between the frequency 20 of restricted collocations 
and number of correct items on the cloze test by learners was too small. It shows a little 
evidence of a relationship between these two properties, (r = .147, N=20, p= .538). 
 
The findings show that the there was too small relationship observed between the 
frequency 20 of restricted collocations (from BNC corpus) and number of correct items 
on the cloze test by learners. In other words, the frequency of the restricted collocation as 
a whole does not play any effect on the acquisition of RCs of standard English. Learners 
are not likely to answer the phrase verbs correctly even if the phrase has a higher 
frequency in a corpus. The findings suggest that phrase frequency is not a predictor of the 


















The Analysis of the selection of non-idiomatic heads 
6.1 Introduction 
In this chapter I shall look ahead in a way that is often suggested with the questions: 
Where does this research lead? What might one do next? The research up to now has 
focused on groups. The results are cohort results. They tell us about means in an attempt 
to determine the effect of a number of variables on second language learners’ acquisition 
of phrasal lexical items, specifically restricted collocations. In this chapter I outline an 
approach to acquisition which is focussed on individual acquisition. It does this by 
recommitting some of the data analysed earlier and coding it more delicately. Previously, 
the coding was essentially binary: a respondent either knew the restricted collocation or 
they did not. However, in this chapter the coding is different: the respondent knows the 
idiomatic restricted collocation or, if they do not, they enter an alternative which makes 
good sense in the context to a degree, ranked on a Likert scale from 1 to 6. Less plausible 
responses might be, for example, either entering the wrong syntactic category, i.e. a non-
verb, or entering a verb that does not suit the context. The latter suggests that the 
respondent either does not understand the context sufficiently to enter an appropriate verb 
or their vocabulary knowledge is so slight that they do not know a verb which would fit 
the context.  
 
The motivation for proceeding with an analysis in this way is that one might suppose that 
the acquisition of phrasal vocabulary occurs after earlier single word vocabulary is 
acquired, and that it is based on more extensive exposure to the target language. So we 





essentially the nature of a cloze test, but who does not understand the context either 
semantically or syntactically, will opt for a wild guess. A more advanced learner who 
does understand the context and has acquired sufficient vocabulary will be able to fill the 
cloze gap with a semantically and syntactically appropriate filler. Finally, as learners 
become more proficient in the target language, they will more often know and enter an 
idiomatic filler. To assist with the recoding of the range of cloze test responses, 10 native 
speakers were assigned to rate the full range of individual responses. These native 
speakers of English evaluated the responses and coded them based on their acceptability 
in the context.  
It is not the aim of this chapter to repeat all of the previous research with this more 
complex coding but to show, for one cohort (one year of study two), how such a study 
might be undertaken and what the results might look like. This will provide an account of 
all the responses produced for every question by the whole cohort of respondents. It will 
also then show the range of individual differences in each member of the cohort. The 
hypotheses to be investigated here are that: 
1. Individuals who have higher scores of idiomatic responses will also have higher 
rates of plausibility for their non-idiomatic responses. 
2. Of the non-idiomatic responses more will be at high end of the frequency 
spectrum. 
If these investigations appear worthwhile, then they suggest clear further directions for 





similarly analysed to see if mean changes in performance, with increased exposure to the 
target language along the two stage path suggested here, actually takes place. Further 
research might also be conducted to follow a cohort of students through their years of 
exposure to the target language to see if individuals go through these two stages of 
acquisition and what the variability among individuals might be.  
Individual cloze test items can also be evaluated using the above outlined strategy for 
how they discriminate amongst respondents by looking at how the analysis allows for 
discrimination among the cloze items themselves. Some items may be ‘harder’ both in 
terms of how many idiomatic responses they elicit as well as how the non-idiomatic 
responses rank in plausibility. Others may be ‘easier’ in terms of eliciting idiomatic 
responses, i.e. the idiom is well known, but if it is not, then the responses may be at the 
less plausible end of the plausibility scale. This suggests that cloze testing can be made 
sensitive to individuals and that the careful choice of cloze items can elicit better 
evidence of vocabulary learning than just coding responses as idiomatic or non-idiomatic. 
Such an approach is congruent with the work of Dornyei and Skehan (2003), as well as 
Sawyer and Ranta (2001), who highlight the finding that individual difference factors 
have been shown to have significant impact on language learning in general. In addition, 
Schmitt, Dornyei, Adolphs & Durow (2004) argue that it is quite logical that they might 
also influence the acquisition of formulaic language.  
Apart from supporting the second hypothesis, three learners’ profiles are presented in 
detail here, as a means of demonstrating the opportunities for future research that 






6.2.1 The relationship between the exposure to a lexical item and the learning of that 
item 
The major hypothesis of this current research has been that exposure to the target 
language seems to enhance the progress of vocabulary acquisition in that language, 
parallel to Fitzpatrick’s notion (2012). As noted earlier, Fitzpatrick’s study was 
conducted in order to understand how exactly the experience of studying abroad impacts 
the sophistication of word knowledge and lexical organisation. It revealed a gradual 
increase only in some aspects of vocabulary knowledge, while there were some aspects 
which were inconsistent. The results indicate that there is a relationship between word 
frequency and the stages of producing orthographic form. When the ‘native speaker-like’ 
responses were evaluated, there was a slight upward trend over the period of the study. 
Another interesting finding was that participant’s knowledge of collocations seemed to 
elevate as the year progressed. Knowledge of the correct form became consistent after the 
third stage of the study. The finding also suggested the value of repeated exposure to 
lexical items. For this particular study intensive exposure and practice seemed to ‘hurry’ 
the progress of vocabulary acquisition. This finding suggests that what is needed is a 
much more nuanced notion of exposure.  
 
That is why we need to look at cloze responses in terms of the target language resource 
which learners have access to. Learners will always fill a cloze item with what they think 
of as a plausible filler. But it may not be the most native-like filler. So how much 
exposure do learners have to a particular item of phrasal vocabulary? If acquisition is 





of phrasal vocabulary have a very low frequency of occurrence even for native speakers 
(Wray & Perkins, 2000; Wray, 2002; Peters, 1983). 
 
The process being assumed here is as follows. A reader reads the cloze passage story. 
The story creates a context for what comes after. It does not predict what comes after but 
creates some ‘stable’ expectations.  The slot is syntactically a verb, given that a subject 
comes before and a complement after. So, in this case the reader needs to ‘supply’ what is 
left unsaid (Halliday & Hassan, 1976). This is one of the reasons why V’ collocations are 
selected for testing. 
 
For this research purpose, the task was designed for learners to retrieve from the mental 
lexicon either an idiomatic filler or, if that was not known, a semantically plausible verb 
which fits in the slot. This sort of gap filling task is not primarily a perception task but 
rather concerns production. If this production task induces learners to fill the gap with a 
unique item in native speaker norms such as those in restricted collocations, rather than a 
semantically plausible word, then this is evidence of this lexical item being accessed as a 
whole from the speaker’s mental lexicon. Thus, this state is closely related to the theory 
of spreading activation. According to this speech production theory, word retrieval 
requires selecting a lemma, a lexical representation that is semantically and syntactically 
specified, from all other lemmas stored in one’s mental lexicon, followed by 
phonological encoding of that lemma (Dell, 1986; Levelt, 1989). So, in this case, a word 
is selected if its activation exceeds some threshold, otherwise the most activated word is 





sufficient activation in the past as part of a phrasal lexical item, or in other words there 
has been insufficient exposure to it in the past, then the learners need to find something 
that fills the gap plausibly. If they were very uncertain in their language knowledge, then 
they might just put anything that comes into their head into the slot. What comes into 
their head must then be the result of word associations (Fitzpatrick & Izura, 2011).  
The following subsection clarifies the basis of why 10 native speakers were recruited to 
help with the coding. Their discretion was essentially vital to assist with the recoding of 
the range of cloze test responses. These native speakers’ evaluation of acceptability was 
seen as unique, as they treat phrasal lexical items quite differently from non-native 
speakers. 
6.2.2 Native and non-native collocational knowledge  
Both Howarth (1996) and Granger (1998) studied the use of collocational sequences of 
native and non-native writers of English. Both studies found significant deviations from 
standard native norms made by the learners and, on top of that, suggested that learners 
did not approach the phenomenon from the same directions as native speakers. The 
deviations from such standard norms were traced based on the errors made as well as the 
fact that such sequences were used less frequently by learners. While learners may avoid 
using these collocational sequences due to lack of knowledge, native speakers may see 
this as shortcuts (Peters, 1983: 82; Hickey, 1993: 29; Wray, 2002: 106), as native 
speakers have been exposed to many of these sequences in their input since they were 
young (Wray, 2002). This has shown that though collocations are highly significant in 





to extensive exposure to a target language which in this case is English. While learners 
may struggle, native speakers can fluently produce multi-clause utterances because many 
constituents of them are memorized as prefabricated phrases (Pawley & Syder, 1983).  
 
This fact led to the decision of recruiting 10 native speakers for the coding purpose. They 
rated the learners’ responses based on the acceptability and plausibility.  
6.3 Methodology 
6.3.1 Participants 
The study participants were 20 final year undergraduates from the University of 
Canterbury. The participants were among the 60 respondents in Study 2, discussed in 
Chapter 5 of this thesis. As mentioned earlier, they shared the same background; these 
were final year students, ranging from 17 to 23 years old, and they were doing various 
courses, e.g. Engineering and Geography. Before the data for this study were collected, 
they passed IELTS (International English Language Testing System) with a minimum of 
Band 6. This test is an international standardised test of English language proficiency. It 
is jointly managed by the University of Cambridge ESOL Examinations and the British 
Council. The participants’ results were used as a prerequisite to studying in New Zealand. 
Participants’ native languages were Malay, Tamil, Mandarin, Cantonese or other Chinese 
languages. They had been learning English in school from age 7, and had at least 11 to 17 
years of overall exposure to English. These students were sharing accommodation with 
other Malaysian friends since there is a reasonably large Malaysian student community in 





As mentioned earlier 10 native speakers with linguistics background were recruited for 
the purpose of coding. Their evaluations were used to rate the acceptability of the 
responses provided by the learners. The highest score of 6 was given if the response was 
entirely acceptable while the other extreme of 1 was graded if the response was 
considered as completely unacceptable.  
Among the 20 participants, one learner’s profile is presented as a means of providing 
detailed documentation of an individual’s personal lexical knowledge based on the cloze 
test results. This learner’s non-idiomatic responses were listed and coded and also 
checked for verb frequency rank with Kilgarriff’s lemmatized BNC frequency list. Apart 
from that, two other learners’ results are presented and compared with the individual’s 
profile. The motivation for proceeding with this analysis was to test the second 
hypothesis with the presumption of the use of more verbs at the high frequency end of the 
spectrum if less exposure was received. The female participant is a native speaker of 
Malay and was 23 years old during the data collection period. This participant, who used 
the nickname Anna, was a final year Mechanical Engineering student at the University of 
Canterbury. She passed the IELTS with Band 6 and has been learning English for 17 
years. She attended government-based school in Selangor, Malaysia, and had a year 
preparation course in Malaysia before coming to New Zealand. She was also sharing a 
house with 2 other Malaysian friends though she realized that might not benefit her 
English language development. However, she was a highly motivated learner. Apart from 
studying hard for her Mechanical Engineering degree course, she loved language learning 
and she was quite fond of English literature, English movies and reading novels. This was 





by Dörnyei, Durow, & Zahran (2004), her attitude towards English might have some kind 
of connections with her language performance and might account for her collocation 
production too. The other two learners’ results were analyzed for comparison. These two 
respondents could be examples of those with less exposure and this would be useful to 
answer the second hypothesis. Their detailed profiles may not be presented 
comprehensively as their results were the major reference for the analysis.  
6.3.2 Procedures 
All the responses of the test cohort of respondents on each of the twenty cloze items are 
listed as in tables 6.2 – 6.21. They were then reclassified. The idiomatic responses had 
already been selected in study 2 (Chapter 5); therefore the task was to take the non-
idiomatic responses, i.e. the full list of responses used by the respondents which were not 
the idiomatic one(s), and sub-classify them according to how plausible native speakers 
perceived them to be. As mentioned earlier, there were ten native speakers who were 
asked to perform this classification. They were asked, ‘Does the insertion of each of the 
following words into the story at this point make good sense or not?’ Their task was to 
place a score of 1-6 in the provided column by indicating how acceptable they found the 
word in the given context. Their scores: 










They were informed that the most obvious answer may be missing from the list and they 
were required to rate each word as it fits in the gap. The mean value and standard 
deviation were then calculated across the responses in the two new categories. Provided 
below is the list of the verbs used for the analysis. Note that the verbs are specific to each 
cloze gap. 
Recall that the phrasal lexical items used in the cloze test are shown in Table 6.1 (This 
table is also to be found as Tables 3.9 and 5.2)  
Table 6.1 List of phrasal lexical items used in the test 
  
 Phrasal lexical items 
1 Avoid NP like the plague  
2 Act the goat  
3 Give NP the creeps 
4 Drive NP to drink  
5 Join/enter the fray 
6 Toe the company line 
7 Goad/spur NP into action 
8 Worship the ground NP walks on  
9 Do things by halves 
10 Let NP into a secret 
11 Make tracks (for) 





13 Seal NP’s fate  
14 Take a fancy to NP 
15 Keep a straight face 
16 Spare no expense 
17 Wring NP’s neck  
18 Tighten NP’s belt 
19 Wipe NP off the map 
20 Scrape the bottom of the barrel 
 
The ranges of verbs used by respondents in the cloze items are listed in Table 6.2 – 6.21. 
Native speaker consultants’ mean rankings (ranging from 1-6) are in the third column. 
Table 6.2 List of responses for Case 1 - Shannon normally ______________ these kind of 
events like the plague, but her pushy new flatmate had convinced her a night out might be 
in order, especially considering she’d only been at the firm for a few weeks.    
 
 Verb/Responses Native speaker consultants 
mean rankings (ranging 
from 1-6) 
1 Felt 1.3 
2 Refused 2 
3 Had 1 
4 Disliked 2.4 
5 Hated 2.6 
6 Dreaded 4.2 





8 Joined 1.1 
9 Treated 2.3 




Table 6.3 List of responses for Case 2 - On closer inspection, she realised she knew a few 
others at the table – Jenny, who had a tendency to  _______ the goat at inter-
departmental health and safety meetings, pulling faces and telling stupid jokes;.. 
 
 Verb/Responses Native speaker consultants 
mean rankings (ranging 
from 1-6) 
1 be 2.9 
2 feed 1.5 
3 play 5.7 
4 examine 1.3 
5 lead 1.3 
6 pull 1.8 
7 take 1 
8 have 1 
 
 
Table 6.4 List of responses for Case 3 - ..Annabel, who always looks like a startled deer 
when you ask her anything that isn’t work-related, her face going blotchy at the prospect 
of real conversation; and Jonno, who _______ every woman on the floor the creeps with 
his fake smile and lame innuendo. 
 
 Verb/Responses Native speaker consultants 






1 made 1.1 
2 pretended 1 
3 drove 1.1 
4 took 1 
5 was 1 
6 flirted 1.1 
7 dated 1 
8 thought 1.1 
9 posed 1 
10 became 1 




Table 6.5 List of responses for Case 4 - Shannon nodded, smiled wanly and mumbled 
something polite. “Blimey!  If that’s his friendly party manner then he’ll   ________ the 
lot of us to drink!” 
 
 Verb/Responses Native speaker consultants 
mean rankings (ranging 
from 1-6) 
1 invite 1.1 
2 drink 1 
3 make 1.4 
4 be 1.1 
5 persuade 2.3 
6 get 2.3 
7 keep 1 
8 bring 1.7 





10 push 3.6 
11 treat 1 
 
 
Table 6.6 List of responses for Case 5 - “Shall we ______________ the fray?” he half-
shouted. 
 
 Verb/Responses Native speaker consultants 
mean rankings (ranging 
from 1-6) 
1 perform 1 
2 sing 1 
3 dance 1 
4 hit 2.6 
5 get 1.2 
6 do 1.3 
7 head 1.2 
8 start 1.8 
9 call 1 




Table 6.7 List of responses for Case 6 - She’s fanatical about ________________ the 
company line, though. 
 
 Verb/Responses Native speaker consultants 
mean rankings (ranging 
from 1-6) 





2 business 1 
3 all 2.5 
4 following 4 
5 to 1.2 
6 endorsing 5 
7 planning 1.6 
8 making 1.5 
9 knowing 2.2 
10 managing 2.6 
11 lending 1.2 
12 chatting 1 




Table 6.8 List of responses for Case 7 - And he’s the assistant manager out at the 
warehouse, always trying to ____________ the others into action.   
 
 Verb/Responses Native speaker consultants 
mean rankings (ranging 
from 1-6) 
1 string 1.2 
2 pick 1.1 
3 maid 1 
4 get 2.7 
5 put 2.4 
6 force 4.7 
7 order 3.9 
8 bring 2.4 





10 persuade 3.3 
11 talk 3.5 
12 involve 1.4 
13 approach 1.1 
 
 
Table 6.9 List of responses for Case 8 -  “Shame though, seeing as the ‘team’ don’t 
exactly  ___________ the ground he walks on.”  
  
 Verb/Responses Native speaker consultants 
mean rankings (ranging 
from 1-6) 
1 walk 1.1 
2 bring 1 
3 match 1 
4 share 1.7 
5 own 1 
6 know 1 
7 loose 1 
8 reflect 1.2 
9 grab 1 
10 reveals 1 
11 fit 1.2 
12 like 1.9 
13 go 1 
14 present 1 
15 follow 1.5 
16 have 1 








Table 6.10 List of responses for Case 9 - “You don’t _________ things by halves, do 
you!?”, Peter laughed, “change jobs and change countries for a break!” 
 
 Verb/Responses Native speaker consultants 
mean rankings (ranging from 
1-6) 
1 start 1.2 
2 divide 1.2 
3 think 1 
4 split 1.2 
5 lost 1 
6 break 1.1 
7 take 1.9 
 
 
Table 6.11 List of responses for Case 10 - “I’ll ____________you into a secret” she 
smirked. “I wasn’t exactly mad on staying in Australia.  I just waited ‘til after I’d had 
more than enough of my job to make the decision.” 
 
 Verb/Responses Native speaker consultants 
mean rankings (ranging 
from 1-6) 
1 treat 1.6 
2 get 1.2 
3 bring 1.4 
4 tell 1.5 
5 keep 1 







Table 6.12 List of responses for Case 11 - So I handed in my notice and ________ tracks 
for the safety of inner city England.  
 
 Verb/Responses Native speaker consultants 
mean rankings (ranging 
from 1-6) 
1 life 1 
2 kept 1.3 
3 found 1.4 
4 had 1.4 
5 off 1 
6 went 1.2 
7 ran 1.6 
8 got 1.4 




Table 6.13 List of responses for Case 12 - “...Still, I don’t think I’d have ever  
___________ up the courage to move over there in the first place. Manchester’s about 
the most exotic place I’ve ever lived.”   
 
 Verb/Responses Native speaker consultants 
mean rankings (ranging 
from 1-6) 
1. 1 beefed 2.7 
2. 2 sucked 2.5 
3. 3 got 5.5 
4. 4 put 1.4 





6. 6 given 1 
7. 7 built 4.7 
8. 8 mustered 4.9 
9. 9 stood 1 
10. 1 brought 1.5 
 
 
Table 6.14 List of responses for Case 13 -“Yeah, I think the snake in my bed after a bad 
day at work __________ my fate -- I booked my flight home the next day!”    
 
 Verb/Responses Native speaker consultants 
mean rankings (ranging 
from 1-6) 
1 with 1 
2 is/was 2.4 
3 changed 3 
4 twisted 1.7 
5 decided 5 
6 revealed 2.2 
7 predicted 2.6 
8 cursed 1.1 
9 as 1 
10 presented 1.4 
11 on 1 
 
 
Table 6.15 List of responses for Case 14 - “Shall we go back to the table for a bit?” 
Shannon nodded readily, following him back to the table.  She knew she was beginning to 
_____________ a fancy to the guy, and a little group conversation might help her from 






 Verb/Responses Native speaker consultants 
mean rankings (ranging 
from 1-6) 
1 give 1.3 
2 notice 1.1 
3 full 1 
4 have 1.6 
5 catch up 1 
6 develop 4.1 
7 grow 2 
8 be 1.1 
9 become 1.3 
10 make 1.3 
11 start 1.4 




Table 6.16 List of responses for Case 15 - Nice dance, was it?”  Her supervisor’s 
comment turned her face bright red, and when she looked up Tom was desperately trying 
to __________ a straight face over the tactlessness of their boss. 
 
 Verb/Responses Native speaker consultants 
mean rankings (ranging 
from 1-6) 
1 make 2.1 
2 avoid 1.1 
3 put 1.7 
4 give 1.3 





6 show 2.4 
7 look 1.2 
8 find 1.1 
 
 
Table 6.17 List of responses for Case 16 -“They’ve _______ no expense, have they?” The 
supervisor picked up the ‘99p shop’ decorations in the centrepiece. 
 
 Verb/Responses Native speaker consultants 
mean rankings (ranging 
from 1-6) 
1 got 1.1 
2 been 1 
3 at 1 
4 made 1.3 
5 used 1.4 
6 tried 1 
7 left 1.5 
8 spent 1.1 
 
 
Table 6.18 List of responses for Case 17 - Everybody at the table had a good laugh, but 
Shannon knew Jake really wanted to ______________ Peter’s neck.   
   
 Verb/Responses Native speaker consultants 
mean rankings (ranging 
from 1-6) 
1 bite 2 
2 pull 1.6 





4 strangle 2.8 
5 get 1.1 
6 snap 3.6 
7 check 1.1 
8 cling on 1.4 
9 have 1 
10 choke 2.6 
11 break 4.8 
 
 
Table 6.19 List of responses for Case 18 - “Seriously, though, aren’t they trying to 
________ their belts?  You know, less spending on frivolous parties and more on real 
staff benefits.” 
 
 Verb/Responses Native speaker consultants 
mean rankings (ranging 
from 1-6) 
1 wear 1.3 
2 tie 1.5 
3 buckle 1.8 
4 put 1.2 
5 loosen 1.1 
6 pull 1.5 
7 fasten 2.1 










Table 6.20 List of responses for Case 19 - This year, however, we thought we’d  
_________ last year’s Christmas party off the map!   
 
 Verb/Responses Native speaker consultants 
mean rankings (ranging 
from 1-6) 
1 throw 1.6 
2 celebrate 1.2 
3 deal 1 
4 take 1.7 
5 let 1 
6 move 1.6 
7 blast 5 
8 kick 3.5 
9 blow 4.8 
10 remove 1.7 
11 have 1 
12 put 1.5 
13 our 1 
 
 
Table 6.21 List of responses for Case 20 - There were a few moans about the company 
_____________ the bottom of the barrel with a bus trip before two airline coaches drew 
up and opened their doors. 
 
 Verb/Responses Native speaker consultants 
mean rankings (ranging 
from 1-6) 
1 policy down 1 





3 wait 1 
4 giving 1.1 
5 party 1 
6 sinking 1.4 
7 from 1.1 




The first hypothesis to be tested was that individuals who have higher scores of idiomatic 
responses will also have higher plausibility scores for those responses where they do not 
cloze on the idiomatic alternative. This would require mean and standard deviation 
analysis. A correlation analysis was also performed in order to observe the relationship 
between the two variables, i.e. number of idiomatic responses and mean plausibility rank 
of other responses. The mean was calculated based on individuals’ responses. All 
individuals’ responses on each of the twenty cloze items are listed in tables 6.22 - 6.41. 
 
The second hypothesis put forward in the previous section was that increased exposure 
leads to the acquisition of more lower frequency verbs and thus to a higher rate of their 
use in the cloze gaps. The results may allow us to infer the verb selection made by the 
students. 
 
Table 6.22 Student 1 (T1) responses 













1. avoid avoid √   
2. act be  2.9  
3. give gives √   
4. drive invite  1.1  
5. join/enter perform  1.0  
6. toe  promoting  5.4  
7. galvanise/ goad/ 
spur 
string  1.2  
8. worship walk  1.1  
9. do start  1.2  
10. let treat  1.6  
11. make life  1.0  
12. pluck/summon beef  2.7  
13. seal will seal √   
14. take give  1.3  
15. keep keep √   
16. spare got  1.1  
17. wring bite  2.0  
18. tighten tighten √   
19. wipe throw  1.6  
20. scrape policy down  1.0  
Total  5 1.75 1.18 
 
 
Table 6.23 Student 2 (T2) responses 
 













1. avoid feels  1.3  
2. act feed  1.5  
3. give makes  1.1  
4. drive invite  1.1  
5. join/enter sing  1.0  
6. toe  -  -  
7. galvanise/ goad/ 
spur 
pick  1.1  
8. worship brings  1.0  
9. do divide  1.2  
10. let let √   
11. make keep  1.3  
12. pluck/summon suck  2.5  
13. seal with  1.0  
14. take notice  1.1  
15. keep make  2.1  
16. spare got  1.1  
17. wring break  4.8  
18. tighten tighten √   
19. wipe celebrate  1.2  
20. scrape at  1.6  




Table 6.24 Student 3 (T3) responses 
 
Idiomatic verb Student’s 
answer/verb 
Idiomatic target Semantical








1. avoid refuse  2.0  
2. act be  2.9  
3. give pretend  1.0  
4. drive drunk  1.0  
5. join/enter dance  1.0  
6. toe  business  1.0  
7. galvanise/ goad/ 
spur 
maid  1.0  
8. worship match  1.0  
9. do think  1.0  
10. let get  1.2  
11. make -  -  
12. pluck/ summon get  5.5  
13. seal is  2.4  
14. take full  1.0  
15. keep avoid  1.1  
16. spare been  1.0  
17. wring break  4.8  
18. tighten wear  1.3  
19. wipe deal  1.0  
20.scrape wait  1.0  
Total  0 1.70 1.34 
 
 
Table 6.25 Student 4 (T4) responses 
 














2. act be  2.9  
3. give drives  1.1  
4. drive make  1.4  
5. join/enter hit  2.6  
6. toe  all  1.3  
7. galvanise/ goad/ 
spur 
get  2.7  
8. worship share  1.7  
9. do split  1.2  
10. let bring  1.4  
11. make find  1.4  
12. pluck/summon put  1.4  
13. seal changed  3.0  
14. take have  1.6  
15. keep put  1.7  
16. spare at  1.0  
17. wring break  4.8  
18. tighten tighten √   
19. wipe take  1.7  
20. scrape at  1.6  
Total  1 1.87 .95 
 
 
Table 6.26 Student 5 (T5) responses 
  









1. avoid avoids √   





3. give took  1.0  
4. drive drive √   
5. join/enter join √   
6. toe  following  4.0  
7. galvanise/ goad/ 
spur 
put  2.4  
8. worship own  1.0  
9. do do √   
10. let let √   
11. make made √   
12. pluck/summon plucked √   
13. seal twisted  1.7  
14. take take √   
15. keep give  1.3  
16. spare made  1.3  
17. wring break  4.8  
18. tighten tighten √   
19. wipe wipe √   
20. scrape scraped √   
Total  11 2.58 1.80 
 
 
Table 6.27Student 6 (T6) responses 
 









1. avoid dislike  2.4  
2. act be  2.9  





4. drive be  1.1  
5. join/enter get  1.2  
6. toe  to  1.2  
7. galvanise/ goad/ 
spur 
force  4.7  
8. worship know  1.0  
9. do lost  1.0  
10. let get  1.2  
11. make had  1.4  
12. pluck/summon get  5.5  
13. seal is  2.4  
14. take have  1.6  
15. keep make  2.1  
16. spare used  1.4  
17. wring pull  1.6  
18. tighten tie  1.5  
19. wipe a  1.0  
20. scrape at  1.6  
Total  0 1.89 1.23 
 
 
Table 6.28 Student 7 (T7) responses 
 









1. avoid disliked  2.4  
2. act examine  1.3  
3. give flirt  1.1  





5. join/enter do  1.3  
6. toe  -  -  
7. galvanise/ goad/ 
spur 
order  3.9  
8. worship loosed  1.0  
9. do do √   
10. let tell  1.5  
11. make keep  1.3  
12. pluck/ summon give  1.0  
13. seal -  -  
14. take catch up  1.0  
15. keep make  2.1  
16. spare -  -  
17. wring hold  1.6  
18. tighten -  -  
19. wipe celebrated  1.2  
20. scrape at  1.6  
Total  1 1.64 .78 
 
 
Table 6.29 Student 8 (T8) responses 
 
Idiomatic verb Student’s 
answer/verb 





1. avoid avoid √   
2. act be  2.9  
3. give gives √   
4. drive get  2.3  





6. toe  promoting  5.4  
7. galvanise/ goad/ 
spur 
put  2.4  
8. worship reflect  1.2  
9. do do √   
10. let let √   
11. make off  1.0  
12. pluck/summon build  4.7  
13. seal decide  5.0  
14. take develop  4.1  
15. keep put  1.7  
16. spare got  1.1  
17. wring break  4.8  
18. tighten buckle  1.8  
19. wipe let  1.0  
20. scrape giving  1.1  
Total  5 2.7 1.65 
 
 
Table 6.30 Student 9 (T9) responses 
 
Idiomatic verb Student’s 
answer/verb 





1. avoid avoid √   
2. act be  2.9  
3. give gives √   
4. drive make  1.4  
5. join/enter join √   





7. galvanise/ goad/ 
spur 
put  2.4  
8. worship reflect  1.2  
9. do do √   
10. let get  1.2  
11. make off  1.0  
12. pluck/summon put  1.4  
13. seal decided  5.0  
14. take grow  2.0  
15. keep make  2.1  
16. spare got  1.1  
17. wring strangle  2.8  
18. tighten buckle  1.8  
19. wipe let  1.0  
20. scrape giving  1.1  




Table 6.31 Student 10 (T10) responses 
 
Idiomatic verb Student’s 
answer/verb 





1. avoid hate  2.6  
2. act lead  1.3  
3. give gave √   
4. drive keep  1.0  
5. join/enter do  1.3  





7. galvanise/ goad/ 
spur 
bring  2.4  
8. worship grab  1.0  
9. do do √   
10. let keep  1.0  
11. make kept  1.3  
12. pluck/summon put  1.4  
13. seal reveal  2.2  
14. take be  1.1  
15. keep put  1.7  
16. spare tried  1.0  
17. wring get  1.1  
18. tighten tighten √   
19. wipe move  1.6  
20. scrape scraped  1.6  




Table 6.32 Student 11 (T11) responses 
 
Idiomatic verb Student’s 
answer/verb 





1. avoid avoid √   
2. act be  2.9  
3. give makes  1.1  
4. drive get  2.3  
5. join/enter join √   







put  2.4  
8. worship reveals  1.0  
9. do break  1.1  
10. let bring  1.4  
11. make off  1.0  
12. pluck/summon muster  4.9  
13. seal decided  5.0  
14. take become  1.3  
15. keep make  2.1  
16. spare got  1.1  
17. wring strangle  2.8  
18. tighten put  1.2  
19. wipe let  1.0  
20. scrape giving  1.1  
Total  2 2.17 1.50 
 
 
Table 6.33 Student 12 (T12) responses 
 









1. avoid dreaded  4.2  
2. act pull  1.8  
3. give gave √   
4. drive bring  1.7  
5. join/enter join √   
6. toe  making  1.5  






8. worship fit  1.2  
9. do do √   
10. let break  1.0  
11. make made √   
12. pluck/summon put  1.4  
13. seal sealed √   
14. take make  1.3  
15. keep pull  1.8  
16. spare leaving  1.5  
17. wring snap  3.6  
18. tighten tighten √   
19. wipe blast  5.0  
20. scrape scraping √   
Total  7 2.18 1.27 
 
 
Table 6.34 Student 13 (T13) responses 
 
Idiomatic verb Student’s 
answer/verb 





1. avoid avoid √   
2. act be  2.9  
3. give gave √   
4. drive need  1.4  
5. join/enter do  1.3  
6. toe  promoting  5.4  
7. galvanise/ goad/ 
spur 





8. worship fit  1.2  
9. do do √   
10. let tell  1.5  
11. make went  1.2  
12. pluck/summon give  1.0  
13. seal predict  2.6  
14. take have  1.6  
15. keep make  2.1  
16. spare spent  1.1  
17. wring get  1.1  
18. tighten tie  1.5  
19. wipe kicked  3.5  
20. scrape party  1.0  
Total  3 1.98 1.20 
 
 
Table 6.35 Student 14 (T14) responses 
 
Idiomatic verb Student’s 
answer/verb 





1. avoid avoid √   
2. act pull  1.8  
3. give gives √   
4. drive push  3.6  
5. join/enter head  1.2  
6. toe  knowing  2.2  
7. galvanise/ goad/ 
spur 
talk  3.5  





9. do do √   
10. let let √   
11. make run  1.6  
12. pluck/ summon build  4.7  
13. seal curse  1.1  
14. take have  1.6  
15. keep put  1.7  
16. spare spare √   
17. wring bite  2.0  
18. tighten loosen  1.1  
19. wipe blow  4.8  
20. scrape sank  1.4  




Table 6.36 Student 15 (T15) responses 
 
Idiomatic verb Student’s 
answer/verb 





1. avoid avoids √   
2. act be  2.9  
3. give date  1.0  
4. drive treat  1.0  
5. join/enter start  1.8  
6. toe  promoting  5.4  
7. galvanise/ goad/ 
spur 
force  4.7  





9. do divide  1.2  
10. let keep  1.0  
11. make kept  1.3  
12. pluck/ summon given  1.0  
13. seal was  2.4  
14. take be  1.1  
15. keep make  2.1  
16. spare spent  1.1  
17. wring break  4.8  
18. tighten tight √   
19. wipe remove  1.7  
20. scrape from  1.1  
Total  2 2.08 1.44 
 
 
Table 6.37 Student 16 (T16) responses 
 
Idiomatic verb Student’s 
answer/verb 





1. avoid attend  1.2  
2. act be  2.9  
3. give thinks  1.1  
4. drive get  2.3  
5. join/enter call  1.0  
6. toe  managing  2.6  
7. galvanise/ 
goad/ spur 
involve  1.4  
8. worship go  1.0  





10. let let √   
11. make get  1.4  
12. pluck/ 
summon 
muster  4.9  
13. seal as  1.0  
14. take have  1.6  
15. keep show  2.4  
16. spare got  1.1  
17. wring bite  2.0  
18. tighten pull  1.5  
19. wipe have  1.0  
20. scrape from  1.1  




Table 6.38 Student 17 (T17) responses 
 









1. avoid join  1.1  
2. act take  1.0  
3. give pose  1.0  
4. drive invite  1.1  
5. join/enter start  1.8  
6. toe  lending  1.2  
7. galvanise/ goad/ 
spur 
force  4.7  





9. do divide  1.2  
10. let let √   
11. make keep  1.3  
12. pluck/summon stand  1.0  
13. seal present  1.4  
14. take become  1.3  
15. keep look  1.2  
16. spare spend  1.1  
17. wring check  1.1  
18. tighten fasten  2.1  
19. wipe celebrate  1.2  
20. scrape from  1.1  
Total  1 1.42 .84 
 
 
Table 6.39 Student 18 (T18) responses 
 
Idiomatic verb Student’s 
answer/verb 





1. avoid avoided √   
2. act be  2.9  
3. give flirted  1.1  
4. drive make  1.4  
5. join/enter start  1.8  
6. toe  chatting  1.0  
7. galvanise/ 
goad/ spur 
bring  2.4  
8. worship follow  1.5  





10. let keep  1.0  
11. make kept  1.3  
12. pluck/ 
summon 
brought  1.5  
13. seal changed  3.0  
14. take start  1.3  
15. keep show  2.4  
16. spare spent  1.1  
17. wring cling on  1.4  
18. tighten tight √   
19. wipe had  1.0  
20. scrape at  1.6  
Total  2 1.6 .65 
 
 
Table 6.40 Student 19 (T19) responses 
 









1. avoid treated  2.3  
2. act have  1.0  
3. give became  1.0  
4. drive invite  1.1  
5. join/enter have  1.4  
6. toe  -  -  
7. galvanise/ 
goad/ spur 
approach  1.1  
8.worship have  1.0  





10. let hire  1.0  
11. make my  1.0  
12. pluck/summon put  1.4  
13. seal on  1.0  
14. take look  1.0  
15. keep find  1.1  
16. spare -  -  
17. wring have  1.0  
18. tighten tight √   
19. wipe our  1.0  
20. scrape related to  1.0  
Total  1 1.15 .32 
 
 
Table 6.41 Student 20 (T20) responses 
 









1. avoid thinks  1.3  
2. act play  5.7  
3. give scares  1.3  
4. drive make  1.4  
5. join/enter hit  2.6  
6. toe  storing  1.1  
7. galvanise/ 
goad/ spur 
get  2.7  
8. worship suit  1.0  
9. do take  1.9  





11. make keep  1.0  
12. pluck/summon run  1.6  
13. seal changed  3.0  
14. take start  1.4  
15. keep show  2.4  
16. spare spent  1.1  
17. wring choke  2.6  
18. tighten fit  1.3  
19. wipe put  1.5  
20. scrape at  1.6  
Total  1 1.92 1.11 
 
6.5 Results and discussion 
6.5.1 Individuals who have more idiomatic responses will also have higher 
plausibility scores for other responses. 
The results show that the semantically plausible means for all 20 students was below 3. 
The highest mean achieved was 2.7. The results presented in Table 6.42 show means and 
standard deviations for all 20 respondents whose test results were recoded. 
 
Table 6.42 Percentage of idiomatic responses, semantic plausibility mean and standard 
deviation of individuals taking the test 
 





Student 1 25% 5 1.75 1.18 
Student 2 10% 2 1.53 0.94 





Student 4 5% 1 1.87 0.95 
Student 5 55% 11 2.58 1.80 
Student 6 0% 0 1.90 1.23 
Student 7 5% 1 1.64 0.78 
Student 8 25% 5 2.7 1.66 
Student 9 20% 4 2.09 1.30 
Student 10 15% 3 1.48 0.50 
Student 11 10% 2 2.17 1.50 
Student 12 35% 7 2.18 1.27 
Student 13 15% 3 1.98 1.20 
Student 14 25% 5 2.23 1.28 
Student 15 10% 2 2.08 1.44 
Student 16 5% 1 1.76 0.97 
Student 17 5% 1 1.42 0.84 
Student 18 10% 2 1.6 0.65 
Student 19 5% 1 1.15 0.32 
Student 20 5% 1 1.92 1.11 
     
 
 
Percentages of correct idiomatic scores were categorized as high (>50%), average (15-
25%) or low (0-5%). Only one respondent had a ‘high’ score, with 55% correct. This 
student’s mean plausibility score was 2.58. About eight respondents were categorized as 
having low scores, with the rest categorized as average. However, the semantic 
plausibility metric seems to reveal that the respondents have different mean scores. These 
results led to performance of a correlation analysis. The correlation analysis was 
performed in order to observe the relationship between the two variables, i.e. number of 





The Pearson correlation coefficients (r) take on values from -1 to +1. The motivation was 
to describe the strength and direction of the relationship between the variables. The 
following tables show the descriptive statistics of mean and standard deviation for the 
responses of 20 respondents for the study, and the summary of correlation results. 
 
Table 6.43 Means and standard deviations for responses of 20 respondents  
 Respondents (N= 20) 
 Mean Standard deviation 
Idiomatic responses 2.85 2.70 




Table 6.44 Summary of correlation results for idiomatic responses and mean non-
idiomatic responses for 20 respondents 
 
N=20 
Pearson correlation of idiomatic 
responses and mean of non-idiomatic 
responses 
r = .652 
p .0009 
 
The results revealed that the relationship between the number of idiomatic responses and 
the mean plausibility of the non-idiomatic responses was strong, with a positive 





suggests that individuals who have higher numbers of idiomatic responses will also have 
higher plausibility scores on their non-idiomatic responses. This corresponds to the 
direction of the predicted correlation. 
 
6.5.2 Case studies - samples of individuals’ sets of responses 
 
In this section three students’ answers are presented and discussed in detail. Anna’s and 
two other respondents’ non-idiomatic responses were analyzed using the mean results. 
Anna and two other respondents’ answers were examples of high, middle and low 
idiomatic responses. Their responses will be analyzed and compared to each other. The 
following table shows Anna’s responses for both the idiomatic and non-idiomatic 
answers.  
 
Table 6.45 Student 5 (T5) –Anna’s responses 
  










1.avoid avoids √   
2.act play  5.7  
3.give took  1.0  
4.drive drive √   
5.join/enter join √   
6.toe  following  4.0  
7.galvanise/goad/spur put  2.4  





9.do do √   
10.let let √   
11.make made √   
12.pluck/summon plucked √   
13.seal twisted  1.7  
14.take take √   
15.keep give  1.3  
16.spare made  1.3  
17.wring break  4.8  
18.tighten tighten √   
19.wipe wipe √   
20.scrape scraped √   
Total  11 2.58 1.80 
 
 
Anna’s score for the idiomatic responses was 55% or equal to 11 out of 20 idiomatic 
responses, and was the highest score of all 20 respondents. Her mean score was 2.58 for 
the non-idiomatic responses. This was the second highest among all respondents and this 
has led to analyzing all her semantically plausible responses. The following list shows her 
semantic plausibility verb selections for filling up the gaps. 
 
Anna filled in the gaps of the cloze test with 9 non-idiomatic answers, listed below:  
 
1. ACT the goat- PLAY 
2. GIVE NP the creeps- TOOK 
3. TOE the company line- FOLLOWING 
4. GALVANISE/ GOAD/ SPUR – PUT 
5. WORSHIP the ground NP walks on- OWN 
6. SEAL NP’s fate- TWISTED 
7. KEEP a straight face- GIVE 
8. SPARE no expense- MADE 






The non-idiomatic verbs were checked using a frequency rank in Kilgarriff’s lemmatized 
BNC frequency list. There were 6,318 words in the lemmatized frequency list including 
1,281 verbs. I have grouped the verbs into bands with ten verbs per band, and Anna’s 
responses were ranked based on these bands. The bands were restricted to the first 12 
bands on the presumption that the first 120 verbs (10%) are at the high end of the 
frequency spectrum. The following table shows the appearance of the verbs based on the 
bands. Their frequency and sort order in Kilgarriff’s lemmatized list are also listed in 
Table 6.46. An example of a verb band is given in Table 6.47. 
 
Table 6.46 Band, sort order and frequency of the plausible verb responses 
Verb Band/12 Sort order Frequency 
PLAY 5 245 38,058 
TOOK 1 54 179,220 
FOLLOWING 4 203 46,145 
PUT 2 125 69,978 
OWN >12 1,536 6236 
TWISTED >12 3,480 2004 
GIVE 2 76 131,417 
MADE 1 46 217,268 








Table 6.47 Band 1 of the first 10 verbs extracted from Kilgarriff’s lemmatized BNC 
frequency list 
 
No Verb Rank no 
1 be 2 
2 have 8 
3 do 18 
4 say 34 
5 go 40 
6 get 44 
7 make 46 
8 see 51 
9 know 52 
10 take 54 
 
 
The results show that 7 plausible answers provided by Anna were among the 120 verbs in 
the first 12 bands. Only 2 verbs, i.e. own and twisted, were below those bands in 
frequency. The results reveal that 77.8% of the plausible verb choices made by Anna 
were highly frequent and could be categorized within the highest verb frequency 
category. This suggests that the second hypothesis, that the verb choice made for the non-
idiomatic answers would be at the high end of the frequency spectrum, was supported.  
 
A second example was from respondent number 8 (refer to Table 6.29) and a third from 
respondent number 6 (refer Table 6.27). Respondent 8 was considered to represent the 
average score group, while Respondent 6 was representing the low score group, i.e. 





scored 25% of the idiomatic responses and the mean score for semantic plausibility was 
2.7, which was slightly higher than Anna’ mean score, and the highest among other 
respondents. Table 6.46 shows scores of three respondents representing the highest, 
middle and low score group.  
 
Table 6.48 Scores of three respondents representing the highest, middle and low score 
group.  
Respondents Idiomatic target Non-idiomatic responses 
(Mean) 
Anna (Respondent 5) 55% 2.58 
Reyna (Respondent 8) 25% 2.7 
Eusoff (Respondent 6) 0% 1.89 
 
The results reveal that even though Anna’s score was 55% on the idiomatic responses, 
her mean score on the non-idiomatic responses was 2.58. Reyna’s score shows that even 
though a learner fails to get a good score for the idiomatic targets, it is still possible for 
learners to reach ‘the level of semantically plausible responses’ as these were considered 
acceptable responses and ‘close’ to the idiomatic target by the native speakers of English.  
Eusoff’s idiomatic target score was 0% and his mean score on the non-idiomatic 
responses was 1.89 with only two most plausible responses used in the test. Yet these two 
verbs received a very high plausibility rate. While the head verbs galvanise/goad/spur 
and pluck/summon, are low frequency verbs, the high plausibility rating for the 
respondents’ answers were surprisingly good. The selections of the head verbs of force 





English. And in Reyna’s case there were five highly rated semantically plausible verbs as 
listed in Table 6.50.  
 
Table 6.49 Eusoff’s most semantically plausible responses 
Idiomatic verbs Student’s responses Mean score of semantically 
plausible answers 
Galvanise / goad / spur force 4.7 
Pluck / summon get 5.5 
 
If we refer back to Table 6.29, Reyna had quite a number of high mean scores of 
semantically plausible responses. There were about five of them, all listed below with the 
mean scores: 
 
Table 6.50 Reyna’s most semantically plausible responses 
Idiomatic verbs Student’s responses Mean score of semantically 
plausible answers 
toe promoting 5.4 
pluck/ summon build 4.7 
seal decide 5.0 
take develop 4.1 
wring break 4.8 
 
6.5.3 Discussion  





 1. Individuals who have the higher scores of idiomatic responses will also have 
higher scores for the plausibility of their non-idiomatic responses. 
2. Given the presumption of less exposure to the target language, more of the non-
idiomatic responses will be at high end of the frequency spectrum 
The data presented in the first case also supported Dornyei and Skehan’s (2003) as well 
as Sawyer and Ranta’s (2001) notion of the impact of individual difference on language 
learning in general. It will indirectly influence the vocabulary acquisition of each 
individual. There was evidence of a reasonably predictable knowledge of individual 
lexical items, shown in Table 6.42. What is more, the idiomatic column presented the 
respondents’ knowledge of collocations and the mean semantic plausibility of non-
idiomatic responses derived individually to reflect individuals’ lexical knowledge. This 
observation is closely related to language processing. So, in this context, when the 
respondents were faced with a lexical retrieval task, they applied two possible strategies 
in retrieving specific vocabulary: either retrieving whole phrases or single words. In 
general most of their mean scores were below 3.0, which may be considered quite low, 
yet when judging the semantic plausibility of their responses there was evidence that 
general vocabulary acquisition had taken place although their range of lexical items was 
quite limited. That may explain why respondents opted for non-idiomatic responses. 
Furthermore, most research indicates that non-native speakers often have relatively weak 
mastery over formulaic language, in some cases resulting in misuse (Howarth, 1998), 
under-use (Dagut & Laufer, 1985), or even overuse (Granger, 1998). These findings are 





choices to fill the gaps where they did not know the idiomatic verb filler. This is reflected 
in the analysis where no respondent scored over 3 in their mean score in the case of non-
idiomatic selection. Schmitt, Grandage and Adolphs (2004) suggest that there are certain 
strategies adopted by non-native speakers when they have difficulty reproducing the 
dictated text. They state that, “with limited memory capacity in their L2 and language 
competence which inevitably had some limitations, the non-native participants seemed to 
‘latch onto’ key content words and then try to reproduce the dictation language around 
them. They did not seem to have the recurrent clusters available as formulaic sequences, 
and so tried to generate a sensible reconstruction based on these key words” (pp. 140) 
 
The strategy being adopted resulted in quite a number of learners producing incorrect or 
disfluent text where their reproduced sequences were quite different from the target. A 
similar trend can also be observed in the present study. A good example is Reyna’s case 
where she was able to supply five most the plausible verbs for the test. Even though her 
score for the idiomatic responses was quite low, her vocabulary knowledge resulted in a 
higher mean score for plausibility. It shows that though non-native speakers might not be 
able to supply the most idiomatic responses, they may still provide sensible responses. 
This might result from having received adequate exposure to the target language but not 
sufficient to provide idiomatic responses. 
 
A non-native speaker like Anna does not have the advantages of native speakers whose 
number of fixed expressions stored in mental lexicon is vast (Jackendoff, 1995; Melčuk, 





formulaic language stored in the mental lexicon (Kuiper, Columbus, & Schmitt, 2009). 
Kuiper, Columbus & Schmitt, (2009) further argue that there is a possibility that there are 
a larger number of phrasal lexical items than single word items in a native speaker 
vocabulary. So, if learners like Anna, Reyna and Eusoff do not have enough PLIs in their 
mental lexicon, native-like competency is hindered, requiring them to opt for other 
strategies when having language difficulties.  
 
Another related strategy which might be applied by the participants is guessing from 
context which is commonly used for learning individual words (Nation, 1990, 2001). This 
can be observed from the most non-idiomatic responses provided by the learners in this 
study. A good example to refer to is Table 6.40, where this respondent’s answers were 
believed to be based on wild guesses. None of this respondent’s means scores were more 
than 2.3.     
 
Native speakers have the advantage in processing speech in that they have access to 
expressions stored as ready-made wholes. However, non-native speakers do not share the 
same processing advantage. Schmitt, Grandage and Adolphs (2004) found that recurrent 
clusters had to be reconstructed rather than being repeated by rote from memory. In that 
research, the task required language learners to repeat the dictated bursts exactly and the 
learners were expected to draw upon any of the target clusters they had stored in memory. 
It was assumed that they were stored as wholes in memory and would be repeated fully 
intact, without hesitation and with a normal stress profile. It was found that many of those 





speakers. The evidence from this research is that these recurrent sequences may not in 
fact be stored as formulaic sequences in the minds of these participants. Thus the 
guessing game strategy was applied. 
 
The above findings were closely related to the second hypothesis, namely that less 
exposure leads to the choice of high frequency verbs in filling the cloze gaps. In this case 
verbs like took (take), made (make), give and put were chosen as alternative head verbs, 
as shown in Table 6.46. These verbs were ranked among the first 20 verbs of Kilgarriff’s 
lemmatized list. So, if the strategy was to guess from the context (Nation, 1990, 2001), 
the guessed verbs were from the highest frequencies. But, if more exposure was received 
the prediction is that more verbs beyond the 12
th
 band will be chosen by a respondent. 
The verbs like own and twisted reflect the respondent’s exposure to the less frequent 
lexical items. This suggests that exposure played significant role in the language 
production and lexical retrieval task involved in the cloze test. I have no evidence to 
suggest that Anna and the other two respondents are typical (Malaysian) learners and the 
results should not be generalized to represent other second language learners studying 
overseas. However, what we have seen here is that this study gives insight into learners’ 
test taking strategies. The results suggest that further investigations appear to be 
worthwhile for other cohorts and more individuals to gain further insight into the nature 
of lexical knowledge. Thus, I am proposing that the semantic plausibility metric which is 
used as a tool for this study can be useful used as a measure of vocabulary acquisition. To 









The findings in this chapter are significant because they illustrate the types of responses 
learners tend to come up with and indirectly illustrate the challenge of mastering 
restricted collocations. What is observed is that many other verbs than the appropriate 
ones are semantically plausible candidates. However, these are arbitrarily blocked from 
the standard, exclusive word part partnership. But if so many responses are semantically 
plausible, would their use cause a strain on communication, to be specific, 
communication among non-native speakers or Outer Circle users of English? The study 
by Millar (2011) has documented that the malformed L2 collocations lead to an increased 
processing burden for native speakers in terms of slower reading speed. So, it does put 
some strain on native-speakers’ processing. However, if we view L2 use from a lingua 
franca perspective, native-like attainment and selection may possible not necessarily be 
the aim for L2 development. In this sense, the malformed or infelicitous restricted 
collocational choices made by L2 learners should in fact be viewed more positively as 
instances of risk-taking strategy in order to cope communicatively. Among the Outer 
Circle users of English the strain on processing will not be experienced because the 
chunks are not entrenched in their mental lexicon. So, the malformed collocations could 
be a way of making the World English perspective relevant after all. To this end, an 
interesting question would be raised regarding the need for L2 standard English 





Thus, Kachru’s model of Concentric Circles (1985, 1992) has serious implications not 
just for the way English conceptualized in the world context but also on the teaching and 
learning of collocations. As this study focuses on the factor of exposure to both Englishes 
i.e. Outer Circle of English which is represented by English of Malaysia, and Inner Circle 
English (New Zealand English), this study reinforces that there are challenges of 
mastering restricted collocations and the use of these sequences. May be within the same 
speech community standard collocations are less used and expected, but for academic 
writing and purposes, it has been generally agreed that the appropriate use of these 


















CONCLUSION, SUGGESTIONS AND TEACHING IMPLICATIONS 
7.1 Introduction 
This study examined the lexical collocations acquired by Malaysian learners who had 
exposure to both Malaysian English and New Zealand English. The focus was restricted 
to Verb-Noun collocations of written English. If we raise a question of what actually 
facilitates acquisition of formulaic sequences in general, there appear to be no fixed 
answers. Would the size of the mental lexicon in terms of individual word forms predict 
the acquisition of PLIs?  Would the frequency of the verbs or the frequency of the 
restricted collocations play a significant role in the acquisition? How does studying 
abroad affect acquisition? This thesis has attempted to answer some of these questions. 
 
This chapter will outline the overall summary of all findings retrieved from the studies 
done while completing the whole project. Together with pedagogical aspects, the 
strengths and limitations of the study are highlighted. Apart from that, this chapter will 
discuss the implications and applications of the present study based on research findings 
reported in Chapters 3, 4, 5 and 6. The summary notes will be addressed by several 
subheadings and a few suggestions for future research are made. 
 
7.2 Corpus approach 
The fact is that there are distinctive benefits of using corpus data in language studies. I 
observe similar effects in this study. This corpus not just provides various ways of 





as a collection of endonormative data, i.e. local news reports in English. Once the NST 
corpus is balanced and further developed, it will become useful to linguists, researchers 
and teachers for doing related tasks in language studies.  
 
7.3 Exposure to the target language collocations 
It is widely agreed that exposure to language plays a significant role in the acquisition 
process (Adolph & Durow, 2004; Krashen, 1982; Ellis, 1994). The influence of exposure 
was explored from two different perspectives; exposure to the collocations of written 
Malaysian English, and exposure to standard English i.e. New Zealand English. Both 
studies looked at the duration of time, year of study and months of learning, so as to 
measure exposure.  Another factor which was highlighted was the age-graded factor in 
acquisition. Age in this sense is considered as a proxy to exposure. 
 
The results of the analysis of variance or ANOVA in section 4.4.1 of Chapter 4 reveal 
that the interaction effect between four groups of participants and verb types was 
statistically significant. Another finding was that there was a statistically significant main 
effect for verb type, suggesting differences in scores between the 4 different groups of 
learners among those 202 students. All pairwise tests were statistically significant (p < 
.05) with the exception of the difference between UUM (Malaysian tertiary group) and 
secondary school. In other words, there were differences of vocabulary acquisition 
among the school students, university students in Malaysia, Malaysian students who were 





The ANOVA results in Chapter 5 appear to reveal that exposure of the kind of 
experienced by international students does not have significant effects on the acquisition 
of restricted collocations.  
 
When we ask what related factors may contribute to this result the answer would be that 
the acquisition of restricted collocations is so much associated with learners' active 
involvement in some of the native social community (Dörnyei, Durow & Zahran, 2004). 
So in the case of learners in Study 2, these international students may not be actively 
involved in local social community where English is the medium of instruction. They 
might find it hard to join such 'host-national networks' as they come from different 
cultural background. This is closely related to self-confidence which is another important 
dimension which facilitates the motivational process in multi-ethnic settings (Cléments, 
1980).  
 
The study's findings in Chapter 5 do not support the prediction that year of study has an 
impact on the acquisition of restricted collocations. However, Kuiper, Columbus, & 
Schmitt (2009), and Escaip (2008) show that acquisition of restricted collocations is age-
graded, but over much longer periods. Since the study looks only at three years of 
exposure to native speaker English, one possible explanation is that this period is too 
short to have a measurable effect. A second possible explanation is that international 
students, when there are sufficient numbers of them in an overseas university, form a 
linguistic and cultural community where their home languages remain the 





just this vocabulary which is used in day-to-day interaction by international students in 
their own native languages.  
 
This finding is undesirable for those who promote internationalization of student 
education on the basis of the view that emersion in a target language community is alone 
sufficient for students to acquire a more idiomatic phrasal vocabulary. This was 
mentioned in Kuiper & Kuiper (2003) as a feature of the current tertiary education market 
under globalization, in which the aim is basically focussing on Asian students gaining 
locally degrees taught by staff from universities abroad or from English-speaking 
countries. Kuiper & Kuiper claimed that though these learners have already acquired an 
endonormative standard of a local English variety, they still hunger for something they 
perceived as an exonormative standard English from universities abroad.  
 
The findings therefore support other research which indicates that non-native speakers 
often have relatively weak mastery of formulaic language, resulting in misuse (Howarth, 
1998), under-use (Dagut & Laufer, 1985), or overuse (Granger, 1998) of particular items 
of phrasal vocabulary.  
 
What we can conclude from the findings in Chapter 5 is that exposure per se is not in 
itself a useful concept when we are looking at the acquisition of phrasal vocabulary. 
Clearly in Chapter 5, the international students who were our respondents had exposure 
to a native speaker variety of English, but this was not sufficient to alter their acquisition 





the frequency of the cloze verb does have an effect, as predicted by Kuiper, Columbus & 
Schmitt (2009). This is so because frequency is a measure of likely exposure. The more 
frequent an item is in corpora, the more likely a learner is to be exposed to it.  
 
What is needed is a much more nuanced notion of exposure. The concern is exposure to 
what varieties and sub-varieties of the target language? In other words we need to look at 
cloze responses in terms of the target language resource to which learners have access, as 
discussed in Chapter 6 of the thesis. Learners will normally fill a cloze item with a 
plausible filler when they understand the cuing text. But it may not be the most native-
like filler. So how much exposure do learners have to a particular item of phrasal 
vocabulary? If acquisition is related to exposure, it must be exposure to particular 
vocabulary items and many items of phrasal vocabulary have, as we have already 
suggested, a very low frequency of occurrence even for native speakers (Wray & Perkins, 
2000; Wray 2002; Peters, 1983).  
 
The second factor in determining what effect exposure has is just how long is necessary. 
It is clear that native speakers are exposed to a very large number of dialects and genres 
of their native language for most of their waking lives, and yet even for them, acquisition 
of phrasal vocabulary is slow.  
 
Most language learning is not a result of tuition but of exposure. It is an interesting 
question to ponder how exposure for international students would have to be altered so 





If we pose a question regarding the effect of age grade on acquisition, namely Is 
acquisition age-graded?, both Study 1 and 2 failed to confirm that this is the case. Though 
Kuiper, Columbus & Schmitt (2009) found that PLI acquisition is age graded, it may not 
be generalized to the acquisition of PLIs in a 2
nd
 language. What is found in section 5.4.1 
of this thesis is that year of studies has no significant effect on the acquisition of 
restricted collocations. Since there are three groups of students which are divided by Year 
1, 2 and 3 of the undergraduate studies, age does not predict acquisition. Maybe what can 
be concluded is that this period is too short to have an impact. A significant impact might 
possibly be detected over big gaps of age among the respondents used for the research, 
i.e. as what was done by Kuiper, Columbus & Schmitt (2009). Using a broader age group 
of participants for future research is highly recommended in order to see a measurable 
impact. 
 
Based on findings in Sections 5.4.2 and 5.4.3, months of learning is considered the best 
predictor of acquisition. The correlation results (see Table 5.4) show that the relationship 
between months of learning and verb types are strong and positive, where more months 
of exposure resulted in higher total score performance. In addition to that, there was 
strong and positive relationship between months of learning and total score, r=.398. 
However, there was not a strong relationship between either year of study or age with 
total score performance. The multiple regression results suggest that months of learning 







7.4 Frequency effects 
The following discussion will address the previously asked question ‘does the frequency 
of the verbs or the frequency of the restricted collocations play a significant role in 
acquisition?’ Findings in Chapter 4 and 5 reveal that frequency of restricted collocations 
may not have a significant effect on the acquisition of such sequences. Both analyses fail 
to show that frequency of restricted collocations predicts acquisition. The findings in 
Sections 4.4.2 and 5.4.4 confirm that the frequency of the restricted collocations does not 
play a significant role in the acquisition of vocabulary. 
 
However, the frequency of head verbs does have an impact on such acquisition. Both 
section 4.4.1 and 5.4.1 show that there are significant main effect for verb types (or head 
verbs). In other words, acquisition of restricted collocations is related to head verb 
frequency. The ANOVA results in both sections revealed that the effect of verb types (or 
verb frequencies) was observed as participants achieved the highest score on the most 
frequent category and followed by the other three categories or bands. On a difficulty 
scale, expressions containing high light frequency verbs were considered the easiest ones, 
followed by expressions with high frequency verbs and medium frequency verbs, ending 
with the expressions including low frequency verbs, which were considered the hardest 
ones on the scale. As expected, in chapter 4, the interaction effect between four groups of 
participants and verb types was statistically significant. There was also a statistically 
main effect for verb type. These findings suggest that both native speaker and three non-
native speakers groups achieved a higher number of correct answers for the restricted 





frequency verbs, with the high and medium frequencies being in the middle. Similar 
result was observed in Chapter 5. 
 
The results in Chapters 4 and 5 show that the frequency of the clozed head verb of a 
restricted collocation does make a difference as to whether a restricted collocation is 
learned. This result follows the findings of Kuiper, Columbus & Schmitt (2009), and 
Escaip (2008), that the frequency of usage of the head verbs contained in verb plus 
complement restricted collocation is linked to the acquisition of such sequences. The 
explanation for this is not as obvious as it may seem. The obvious view is that if a verb 
has not been acquired then a restricted collocation with it as a verb would also not be 
acquired. A more subtle interpretation would be that, since restricted collocations are 
generally not nearly as frequent as the individual words which compose them, it is 
relatively unlikely that a restricted collocation will be learned at all. It is particularly 
likely that, where possible, respondents will utilise light verbs given their high frequency 
and semantic utility in a variety of contexts to provide a semantically plausible reading 
for the cloze. High frequency light verbs are also head verbs of many more restricted 
collocations than less frequently occurring verbs, as is shown in the data contained in 
Kuiper et al. (2003). It is therefore more likely that a guess using an appropriate high 
frequency light verb will be an idiomatic choice. Careful psycholinguistic enquiry would 








7.5 Individual differences 
As mentioned earlier, the analytic approach used in Chapter 6 is congruent with the work 
of Dornyei and Skehan (2003), and Sawyer and Ranta (2001), who have highlighted the 
finding that individual difference factors have been shown to have significant impacts on 
language learning in general. Apart from that, Schmitt, Dornyei, Adolphs & Durow 
(2004) argue that these individual differences might also influence the acquisition of 
formulaic language. The mean result in Table 6.4 provides support for the above finding. 
Individual difference is indeed a factor. It is not obviously observed, however, as the 
mean results for all 20 respondents in their use of non-idiomatic fillers is mostly less than 
3, with a few respondents whose scores are more than 2.5, e.g. 2.58 and 2.7. This 
measure evaluates whether the respondents have general understanding of supplying 
responses which native speakers would consider semantically plausible enough to fill the 
cloze gaps. The results show that they still do not have sufficient vocabulary to supply 
either the idiomatic verb or even a verb that could be considered ‘close’ enough to be a 
plausible alternative. This might relate to the non-compositionality of the idioms; their 
whole meaning cannot be deduced from the meaning of each of their separate lexical 
constituents. This may prevent learners from analysing some PLIs for their meaning. 
According to Wray (2002:33), even in extreme cases, a non-compositional sequence is 
required to be previously learned in order to guarantee the understanding of its meaning. 
 
The above discussion leads to a further question, namely how would native speakers 
experience cloze test situation when approaching the same test? Where they know the 





more plausibly than non-native speakers? That remains an area for further research. 
However, if a Malaysian English cloze test, where the restricted collocations are 
extracted from the NST corpus, is administered to the native speakers group (as in 
Chapter 4), would the collocations be easily retrieved as well? If the cuing material was 
from a variety of English other than the speaker’s own, the responses of native speakers 
to the cloze test would not be as high as it would have been if the cuing text was in their 
own variety. This shows that the influence of context is significant. 
 
What has been found in section 4.4.1 is that there are differences of mean scores between 
the native and non-native speakers. Even though the group of native speakers are given a 
text written in Malaysian English and the restricted collocations are mainly used in 
Malaysian English writing, native speakers of New Zealand English face no difficulties 
to retrieve them. This is because the restricted collocations used are also mainly used in 
standard English. They may have some difficulties understanding the context, but since 
they are familiar with English restricted collocations the retrieval is absolutely fast. A 
suggestion for future research would be to apply the same approach that was used for 
chapter 6, but using native speakers’ plausible answers, analysing them with the same 
approach. This may lead to another discovery in language acquisition. 
  
7.6 Suggestions and teaching implication  
If refer back to the conclusion made in Chapter 6 (section 6.5.4) on the implication of 
World English on the teaching and learning of collocations we might realize that it calls 





same speech community standard collocations are less used and expected, but for 
academic writing and purposes, it has been generally agreed that the appropriate use of 
these sequences is highly required (Li and Schmitt, 2009). We admit that collocations are 
essential in academic writing and the knowledge of this type of vocabulary is obviously a 
prerequisite for writing. Thus, the teaching of these sequences is still required, may be at 
least for the standard English sequences. 
 
Since various types of collocations are stored and processed differently in the mental 
lexicon, this means that different approaches are needed in teaching and learning these 
collocations. However, as they are stored as a whole because of their relatively high 
fixedness then these forms are worth teaching. Nation (2001) suggests that in order to 
develop fluency all collocations are imperative and learners should encounter these 
sequences repeatedly. This means that exposure is deemed important in language 
acquisition (Siyanova and Schmitt, 2007). There are few elements which to which we 
should draw our attention. There are few guidelines and suggestions made by Boers, 
Lindstromberg and Eyckmans (2014) regarding the collocational learning in 
contemporary language pedagogy. They reported that since there are many obstacles to 
incidental uptake of collocations, the explicit approaches to collocational learning are 
required. More research related towards testing and comparing the effectiveness of 
teaching collocations is proposed (Boers and Lindstromberg, 2012). Above all, learners’ 






I personally, as a teacher and second language user of English, feel that more exposure is 
needed in the classroom, as well as explicit exposure. Formal and informal exposures are 
certainly essential to focus more awareness on phrasal items, and restricted collocations 
specifically. Apart from teachers and learners, curriculum developers and syllabus 
designers should be aware of the importance of restricted collocations. The right teaching 
material, including textbooks and corpora, and testing tools for vocabulary acquisition are 
important to ensure that learners have sufficient exposure. For example, in choosing the 
right testing tool for vocabulary, NST corpus can be considered as a practical method due 
to its endonormative standard.  
 
In addition to that, the approach used in Chapter 6 has shown that it is a significantly 
constructive tool for future research. This approach is novel and has the potential of 
aiding teachers and researchers to examine the collocations used by learners. It may not 
only be relevant to learning English but could also be applied to other languages. The use 
of endonormative data rather than exonormative data for the coding is actually an 
advantage and is seen as an appropriate way of evaluating learners’ plausible responses. 
According to Kirkpatrick (2007:189), an endonormic model points to the fact that ‘a 
localised version of the language has become socially acceptable’. So, in this sense native 
speakers of English in New Zealand have coded the plausible answers based on their 
acceptability. The assessment made by the native speakers is seen as a good recourse and 
considered as a legitimate source. Another suggestion is that the semantic plausibility 






Apart from that, another important finding from the analysis in Chapter 6 is that the way 
the non-idiomatic responses are recoded leads to a way of testing the level of difficulty of 
the cloze test used for this study. What is obvious is that some of the semantically 
plausible responses received much higher plausibility rate from the native speakers. The 
following table lists the verbs rated as highly plausible rated. 
 
Table 7.1 The highly plausible rated verbs 




1 avoided NP like the plague dreaded 4.2 
2 act the goat play 5.7 




4 goad/ spur NP into action force 4.7 






6 seal NP’s fate decided 5.0 
7 wring NP’s neck break 4.8 





This has highlighted that apart from fixed idiomatic phrases there are other possible and 
plausible verbs which can be used as alternatives for learners. So, when it comes to 
testing learners on these items, these highly rated verbs might become good distractors. 
They can functionally be good distractors for tests, especially multi choice tests. Thus 
this would be a help for teachers and language practitioners in designing their vocabulary 






Regarding the international group of students studying in New Zealand, Dörnyei, Durow 
& Zahran (2004) suggest that integration into the L2 environment and culture can 
possibly make a difference. Dörnyei, Durow & Zahran (2004) tested 4 ‘good’ formulaic 
sequence learners and 3 ‘poor’ learners over the course of six months. The results 
revealed that in order to master formulaic sequences, learners should integrate into the 
‘host national networks’ (p. 104). International students should come into meaningful 
contact with English speakers outside their academic environment so that they can 
achieve success in acquiring formulaic sequences. 
 
7.7 Strengths and limitations of the present study 
This subchapter will highlight the strengths and limitations of the study as well as 
addressing some strengths and limitations of the corpus building.  
 
Some of the limitations were related to problems during the data collection period. These 
problems were found to have an effect on the present study, as the sampling had a slight 
change because of them. The research was scheduled from 28 February until 18 March 
2012, but the research period had to be extended from 15 days to 18 days due to the 
confirmation of schools’ participation in the project. The most obvious problem was 
commitment and cooperation. Problems occurred when privately owned schools (with 
English as the medium of instruction) refused to participate in this research project, as 
they do not feel obligated to do so. They did not want to cooperate or even to negotiate 
about making an appointment. The school principals kept on giving excuses for not 





refused to answer telephone calls. Another problem related to that was the location of 
schools and time restrictions. I admit that I had problem with locations as they were 
located in different states in Malaysia. It caused difficulties in adjusting the appointments 
with the principals as schools’ activities were quite tight. Due to these problems only few 
schools were selected for data collections and none English based school were nominated 
at all.  
 
In order to investigate the effect of exposure to Malaysian English, it was necessary to 
obtain data on this variety. To this end, as documented earlier, the NST corpus was 
developed as part of this study to provide data for this research purpose. It provides 
further opportunities for research and should be a good reference for other researchers to 
conduct research in related areas in Malaysian English vocabulary acquisition. It is 
essential to highlight that NST corpus is not a ‘balanced’ corpus though it contains more 
than 19 million words. The major texts are news reports. Hitherto, there are no other 
existing corpora of Malaysian English. Thus, NST corpus is the only resource for corpus 
study of Malaysian English. In this case, in the future it is suggested that this corpus be 
further developed with both spoken and written materials, and that it covers various 
genres.  
 
This study is limited to investigating the acquisition of restricted collocations of 
Malaysian English. Research on this English variety is scant, and this research has 
illustrated a significant literature on this type of acquisition. It would be more interesting 






The studies in this thesis are exploratory and due to the lack of previous studies in the 
Malaysian context, further research will be needed. In short, the evidence and arguments 
presented in this study should be taken as an invitation for further explorations into the 
connections between the acquisition of restricted collocations and exposure, as well as 
other related factors. Development of the NST corpus, the cloze test instrument and the 
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The idiom list in Syntactically Annotated Dictionary of Idioms (SAID), a dictionary 
of idioms (including phrasal verbs) (Kuiper et al., 2003). 
 
Verb frequency list 
Kilgarriff’s lemmatized BNC frequency list. 
 
Software 
Wordsmith Tools 5.0. Scott, M. (2010). Oxford University Press. 
 
Tagger 
CLAWS POS tagger. UCREL. University of Lancaster. 
 
Database / Archive 
Phrases in English (PIE). Derived from British National Corpus (BNC). 
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Malay medium private schools in Malaysia-2011 
BIL  NEGERI  NAMA SEKOLAH 
1 
PERAK SEKOLAH RENDAH TENBY IPOH 
2 
PERAK SEKOLAH RENDAH WESLEY METHODIST IPOH 
3 
SELANGOR SEKOLAH RENDAH SRI CEMPAKA 
4 
SELANGOR SEKOLAH RENDAH SRI KDU 
5 
PAHANG SEKOLAH RENDAH SERI OMEGA 
6 
PAHANG SEKOLAH SRI UTAMA 
7 
PAHANG SEKOLAH RENDAH SRI ARA 
8 
PAHANG SEKOLAH RENDAH SRI CAHAYA 
9 
KELANTAN SEKOLAH RENDAH WADI SOFIA 
10 
KEDAH SEKOLAH RENDAH AN-NAJAAH 
11 






P.PINANG SEKOLAH RENDAH SRI PINANG 
13 
P.PINANG SEKOLAH RENDAH SRI TENBY 
14 
TERENGGANU 
SEKOLAH RENDAH SRI UTAMA, 
K.TERENGGANU 
15 
K.LUMPUR SEKOLAH RENDAH SATHYA SAI 
16 
K.LUMPUR SEKOLAH RENDAH SRI DASMESH 
17 
K.LUMPUR SEKOLAH RENDAH SRI SEMPURNA 
18 
K.LUMPUR SEKOLAH SRI BUNGA RAYA       (RENDAH) 
19 
K.LUMPUR SEKOLAH SRI CEMPAKA 
20 
K.LUMPUR SEKOLAH RENDAH SRI GARDEN 
21 
K.LUMPUR 
SEKOLAH SRI UTAMA KUALA LUMPUR 
(RENDAH) 
22 
LABUAN  SEKOLAH SRI LABUAN 
23 
SABAH SEKOLAH RENDAH ADVENT DAMAI 
24 






SABAH SEKOLAH RENDAH ADVENT MERABAU 
26 
SABAH SEKOLAH RENDAH ADVENT PODOS 
27 
SABAH 
SEKOLAH RENDAH ADVENT TAMBULURAN 
KUDAT 
28 
SABAH SEKOLAH RENDAH ADVENT TAMPARULI 
29 
SABAH SEKOLAH RENDAH ADVENT TENGHILAN 
30 
SABAH 
SEKOLAH RENDAH SDA ADVENT SUNGOI KOTA 
MARUDU 
31 
SABAH SEKOLAH RENDAH SDA GOSHEN 
32 
SABAH SEKOLAH RENDAH SDA KELAWAT 
33 
SABAH SEKOLAH RENDAH SDA RENGALAU 
34 
SABAH SEKOLAH RENDAH SDA TAGAROH     
35 
SABAH SEKOLAH RENDAH SERI INSAN 
36 
SABAH 
SEKOLAH RENDAH SWASTA DATUK SIMUN 
FUNG 
37 






SABAH SEKOLAH RENDAH VISI 
39 
SARAWAK SEKOLAH RENDAH LODGE 
40 
SARAWAK SEKOLAH RENDAH SRI MAWAR 
41 
SARAWAK SEKOLAH RENDAH SUNNY HILL 
42 
SARAWAK SEKOLAH RENDAH TUNKU PUTRA 
43 
SARAWAK SEKOLAH RENDAH SEKIM LAMBER 
44 
SARAWAK SEKOLAH RENDAH SRI MULIA 
45 
PERAK SEKOLAH TINGGI METHODIST IPOH 
46 
PERAK SEKOLAH MENENGAH TENBY 
47 
SELANGOR  SEKOLAH MENENGAH SRI CAHAYA 
48 
SELANGOR SEKOLAH MENENGAH SRI CEMPAKA CHERAS 
49 
SELANGOR  SEKOLAH MENENGAH SRI KDU 
50 






SELANGOR  SEKOLAH MENENGAH SERI SURIA 
52 
SELANGOR SEKOLAH MENENGAH SRI ACMAR 
53 
SELANGOR 
SEKOLAH BEACONHOUSE SRI INAI (MENENGAH 
) 
54 
SELANGOR SEKOLAH SRI KUALA LUMPUR (MENENGAH) 
55 
SELANGOR SEKOLAH MENENGAH SRI LETHIA 
56 
SELANGOR  SEKOLAH SRI MURNI (MENENGAH) 
57 
SELANGOR 
SEKOLAH TINGGI METHODIST KLANG 
(MENENGAH) 
58 
SELANGOR SAPURA SMART SCHOOL (MENENGAH) 
59 
SELANGOR SEKOLAH MENENGAH TAMAN ILMU DAN BUDI 
60 
SELANGOR SEKOLAH MENENGAH SRI BESTARI 
61 
SELANGOR SEKOLAH MENENGAH SRI NOBEL 
62 
SELANGOR SEKOLAH SRI TENBY 
63 






PAHANG SEKOLAH MENENGAH SALEHA 
65 
KELANTAN INSTITUT BIMBINGAN AKADEMIK 
66 
KELANTAN INSTITUT PENDIDIKAN  
67 
KELANTAN INSTITUT SMAT 
68 
KELANTAN INSTITUT TUNAS BAKTI 
69 
KELANTAN INSTITUT ZAABA 
70 
KELANTAN SEKOLAH TINGGI WADI SOFIA 
71 
JOHOR MAKTAB ADABI MAHARANI 
72 
JOHOR SEKOLAH MENENGAH ATAS (2) SEMAI 
73 
JOHOR SEKOLAH MENENGAH SERI OMEGA 
74 
JOHOR SEKOLAH MENENGAH SRI UTAMA 
75 
JOHOR SEKOLAH MENENGAH SRI CAHAYA 
76 






KEDAH SEKOLAH MENENGAH TENGKU MAHMOOD  
78 
KEDAH SEKOLAH MENENGAH LANGKASUKA 
79 
MELAKA KOLEJ YAYASAN SAAD 
80 
MELAKA SEKOLAH METHODIST WESLEY MELAKA  
81 
N.SEMBILAN KOLEJ TUANKU JAAFAR                (SEK MEN) 
82 
N.SEMBILAN SEKOLAH MENENGAH BERSEPADU KEMAYAN 
83 
N.SEMBILAN SEKOLAH METHODIST WESLEY SEREMBAN 
84 
P.PINANG SEKOLAH MENENGAH SRI TENBY 
85 
P.PINANG SEKOLAH MENENGAH SRI PINANG 
86 
P.PINANG SEKOLAH TINGGI SRI OLYMPIA 
87 
TERENGGANU YAYASAN TERENGGANU CAW. KUALA BERANG 
88 
TERENGGANU YAYASAN TERENGGANU CAW.BESUT 
89 






K.LUMPUR SEKOLAH MENENGAH SRI GARDEN 
91 
K.LUMPUR SEKOLAH MENENGAH SRI SEMPURNA 
92 
K.LUMPUR SEKOLAH MENENGAH STELLA MARIS 
93 
K.LUMPUR SEKOLAH METHODIST WESLEY 
94 
K.LUMPUR SEKOLAH SRI BUNGA RAYA 
95 
K.LUMPUR SEKOLAH SRI CEMPAKA 
96 
K.LUMPUR SEKOLAH SRI UTAMA KUALA LUMPUR 
97 
K.LUMPUR SEKOLAH MENENGAH SRI FAIRVIEW 
98 
LABUAN SEKOLAH MENENGAH SRI LABUAN 
99 
SABAH MAKTAB NASIONAL 
100 
SABAH SEKOLAH MENENGAH ADVENT GOSHEN 
101 
SABAH SEKOLAH MENENGAH SWASTA SERI INSAN 
102 






SABAH SEKOLAH MENENGAH AL-SALAM 
104 
SABAH SEKOLAH MENENGAH VISI 
105 
SARAWAK SEKOLAH MENENGAH AYER MANIS 
106 
SARAWAK SEKOLAH MENENGAH TUNKU PUTRA 
107 
SARAWAK SEKOLAH MENENGAH LODGE 
108 
SARAWAK SEKOLAH MENENGAH SUNNY HILL 
109 
PERAK SEKOLAH RENDAH ISLAM PINTAR IPOH 
110 
SELANGOR SEKOLAH RENDAH HAFIZ 
111 
SELANGOR SEKOLAH RENDAH ISLAM PINTAR AL-AMIN 
112 
SELANGOR SEKOLAH RENDAH SRI AL-AMIN BANGI  
113 
SELANGOR SEKOLAH RENDAH IBNU KHALDUN 
114 
SELANGOR SEKOLAH RENDAH ISLAM ADNI 
115 






SELANGOR SEKOLAH RENDAH ISLAM AL HUDA 
117 
SELANGOR SEKOLAH RENDAH ISLAM AL AMIN, GOMBAK 
118 
SELANGOR SEKOLAH RENDAH ISLAM AL-AMIN 
119 
PAHANG SEKOLAH RENDAH ISLAM INDERA MAHKOTA 
120 
PAHANG SEKOLAH RENDAH ISLAM AR-IRSYAD 
121 
JOHOR SEKOLAH RENDAH ISLAM AT-TAHFIZ 
122 
JOHOR SEKOLAH RENDAH ISLAM HIDAYAH 
123 
JOHOR SEKOLAH SRI JOHOR BAHRU 
124 
JOHOR SEKOLAH RENDAH ISLAM HUSNI AMAL 
125 
KELANTAN SEKOLAH RENDAH ISLAM AN-NUR 
126 
KELANTAN SEKOLAH ISLAM AL-HIKMAH 
127 
KELANTAN SEKOLAH RENDAH ISLAM AMAN 
128 






KELANTAN SEKOLAH RENDAH ISLAM KIBLAH 
130 
KELANTAN SEKOLAH RENDAH ISLAM AT- TAQWA 
131 
KELANTAN SEKOLAH ISLAM (ARAB) DINIAH 
132 
KELANTAN 
SEKOLAH RENDAH AGAMA (ARAB) AL-
ITTIHADIAH 
133 
KELANTAN SEKOLAH RENDAH AGAMA AL-QARI 
134 
KEDAH SEKOLAH RENDAH AL-AZHAR 
135 
KEDAH SEKOLAH RENDAH AL-ISLAH 
136 
KEDAH SEKOLAH RENDAH AL-NAIM 
137 
KEDAH SEKOLAH RENDAH ISLAM ABIM 
138 
KEDAH SEKOLAH RENDAH ISLAM ALOR SETAR 
139 
KEDAH 
SEKOLAH RENDAH ISLAM DARUL AMAN 
(SRIDA) 
140 
N.SEMBILAN SEKOLAH RENDAH ISLAM (SRI) SEREMBAN 
141 






TERENGGANU SEKOLAH RENDAH ISLAM AL-AMIN 
143 
PERAK SEKOLAH MENENGAH IRSHADIAH 
144 
SELANGOR SEKOLAH KIBLAH 
145 
SELANGOR 
SEKOLAH MENENGAH ISLAM AL-AMIN 
GOMBAK 
146 
SELANGOR SEKOLAH MENENGAH SRI AL-AMIN   
147 
SELANGOR SEKOLAH MENENGAH IBNU KHALDUN 
148 
SELANGOR SEKOLAH MENENGAH ISLAM HIRA' 
149 
SELANGOR SEKOLAH MENENGAH  ADNI 
150 
SELANGOR SEKOLAH MENENGAH HAFIZ 
151 
JOHOR SEKOLAH MENENGAH ISLAM AT-TAHFIZ 
152 
JOHOR SEKOLAH MENENGAH ISLAM HIDAYAH 
153 
KELANTAN SEKOLAH MENENGAH ISLAM AL-HUSNA 
154 






KEDAH SEKOLAH  MENENGAH AGAMA ISLAH 
156 
KEDAH SEKOLAH MENENGAH  AL-AZHAR 
157 
N.SEMBILAN SEKOLAH  MENENGAH SERI SETIA 
158 
N.SEMBILAN SEKOLAH TINGGI ISLAM AS-SOFA 
159 
PERLIS 
SEKOLAH MENENGAH AGAMA MA’HAD 
ATTARBIYAH AL-ISLAMIYAH (MATRI) 
160 
TERENGGANU 
SEKOLAH MENENGAH ISLAM AL-AMIN 
KEMAMAN 
161 
PAHANG MAAHAD TAHFIZ NEGERI PAHANG 
162 
TERENGGANU 




SEKOLAH RENDAH SERI SURIA 
164 
SELANGOR 
SEKOLAH SRI TENBY(RENDAH) 
165 
SELANGOR SEKOLAH MENENGAH SETIABUDI 
166 
N.SEMBILAN KOLEJ TUANKU JAAFAR                (SEK MEN) 
167 







SEKOLAH MENENGAH AUSTIN  HEIGHTS JB 
169 
JOHOR 
SEKOLAH RENDAH SERI OMEGA 
170 
JOHOR 
SEKOLAH SRI JOHOR BAHRU 
171 
JOHOR 
SEKOLAH RENDAH SRI ARA 
172 
JOHOR 
SEKOLAH RENDAH SRI CAHAYA 
173 
JOHOR 
SEKOLAH RENDAH AUSTIN HEIGHTS 
174 
JOHOR 
PERSATUAN KANAK-KANAK SPASTIK JOHOR 
175 
P.PINANG SEKOLAH SINAR HARAPAN 
176 
P.PINANG 
SEKOLAH KANAK-KANAK TERENCAT AKAL 
P.PINANG  
177 
P.PINANG PERSATUAN KANAK-KANAK SPASTIK P.PINANG 
178 












English medium private schools in Malaysia-2011 
BIL  NEGERI  NAMA SEKOLAH 
1 
PERAK SEKOLAH ANTARABANGSA IPOH 
2 
SELANGOR INTERNATIONAL ISLAMIC SCHOOL   
3 SELANGOR INTERNATIONAL SCHOOL OF KUALA LUMPUR (PRIMARY 
& SECONDARY) 
4 SELANGOR INTERNATIONAL SCHOOL OF KUALA LUMPUR 
(ELEMENTRY) 
5 SELANGOR AUSTRALIAN INTERNATIONAL SCHOOL MALAYSIA  
(PRIMARY & SECONDARY) 
6 
SELANGOR MUTIARA INTERNATIONAL GRAMMAR SCHOOL 
7 
SELANGOR SEKOLAH ALICE SMITH 
8 
SELANGOR  SEKOLAH ANTARABANGSA ELC   
9 
SELANGOR  MAZ  INTERNATIONAL SCHOOL  
10 
SELANGOR CEMPAKA INTERNATIONAL SCHOOL  
11 SELANGOR SUNWAY INTERNATIONAL SCHOOL  (PRIMARY & 
SECONDARY) 
12 






SELANGOR TANARATA INTERNATIONAL  SCHOOL 
14 
SELANGOR REAL INTERNATIONAL SCHOOL 
15 
SELANGOR TENBY SCHOOL SETIA ECO PARK 
16 
SELANGOR SRI KDU IB WORLD SCHOOL 
17 
SELANGOR BRITISH INTERNATIONAL SCHOOL 
18 
SELANGOR REAL INTERNATIONAL SCHOOL 
19 
PAHANG INTERNATIONAL SCHOOL OF KUANTAN 
20 
PAHANG GARDEN INTERNATIONAL SCHOOL 
21 PAHANG HIGHLANDS INTERNATIONAL BOARDING SCHOOL 
22 
KELANTAN KELANTAN INTERNATIONAL SCHOOL 
23 
KELANTAN WADI SOFIA INTERNATIONAL SCHOOL 
24 
JOHOR UTAMA INTERNATIONAL SCHOOL 
25 






JOHOR SERI OMEGA INTERNATIONAL SCHOOL 
27 
JOHOR REAL INTERNATIONAL SCHOOL JOHOR 
28 
JOHOR AUSTIN HEIGHT INTERNATIONAL SCHOOL 
29 
KEDAH ELC INTERNATIONAL SCHOOL (KULIM) 
30 
MELAKA MELAKA INTERNATIONAL SCHOOL 
31 
MELAKA SEKOLAH EKSPATRIAT MELAKA 
32 
N.SEMBILAN KOLEJ TUANKU JAAFAR  
33 
N.SEMBILAN CEMPAKA INTERNATIONAL LADIES' COLLEGE 
34 
N.SEMBILAN NILAI INTERNATIONAL COLLEGE 
35 P.PINANG ST CHRISTOPHER INTERNATIONAL PRIMARY SCHOOL, 
PENANG 
36 P.PINANG DALAT INTERNATIONAL SCHOOL 
37 P.PINANG INTERNATIONAL SCHOOL OF PENANG (UPLANDS) 





39 P.PINANG FAIRVIEW INTERNATIONAL SCHOOL 
40 TERENGGANU EKHLASS INTERNATIONAL SCHOOL 
41 TERENGGANU SEKOLAH ANTARABANGSA UTAMA, TERENGGANU 
42 PUTRAJAYA NEXUS INTERNATIONAL SCHOOL 
43 K.LUMPUR SEKOLAH ANTARABANGSA FAIRVIEW 
44 K.LUMPUR SEKOLAH ANTARABANGSA GARDEN 
45 K.LUMPUR MON’T KIARA INTERNATIONAL SCHOOL  
46 K.LUMPUR SEKOLAH ANTARABANGSA SAYFOL 
47 K.LUMPUR UTAMA INTERNATIONAL SCHOOL K.LUMPUR 
48 K.LUMPUR THE ALICE SMITH SCHOOL 
49 K.LUMPUR GLOBAL INDIAN INTERNATIONAL SCHOOL 
50 K.LUMPUR VIKAS INTERNATIONAL SCHOOL 





52 K.LUMPUR SERI GARDEN INTERNATIONAL SCHOOL 
53 LABUAN SEKOLAH ANTARABANGSA LABUAN 
54 SABAH SEKOLAH ANTARABANGSA KINABALU 
55 SABAH SEKOLAH ANTARABANGSA SAYFOL 
56 SARAWAK LODGE INTERNATIONAL SCHOOL 
57 SARAWAK SEKOLAH ANTARABANGSA TUNKU PUTRA  
58 SARAWAK KIDURONG INTERNATIONAL SCHOOL 
59 SELANGOR ELC INTERNATIONAL SCHOOL (CYBERJAYA) 
60 SELANGOR FAIRVIEW INTERNATIONAL SCHOOL 
(SUBANG JAYA) 













Information Sheet for parents (school students) 
Project title: Restricted Verb-Phrase Collocations in Standard and Learner 
Malaysian English 
 
My name is Hasliza Abdul Halim. I am a PhD student at the Linguistics Department, 
University of Canterbury. I am conducting a research project that looks at restricted 
verb- phrase collocations in standard and learner Malaysian English.  I am also interested 
to study the influence of exposure to English on the acquisition of Malaysian English 
restricted collocations. For examples, speakers of standard English usually say that 
students sit an exam not undergo an exam; or that someone kept a diary, rather than 
they wrote a diary. Your child’s participation in the cloze test and his/her in-class written 
assignment will make an important contribution to this research. 
I would like to invite your child to participate in my present study. If you agree to allow 
him/her to take part he/she will be asked to do the following: 
 Fill in the blanks in a story and give their age, gender and whether or not they 
are a native speaker of English. Their name will not be known. This will take 
approximately 30-40 minutes. 
 Write a short essay, approximately about 250-300 words. This will take 45-60 
minutes. 
Department of Linguistics 
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University of Canterbury 
Private Bag 4800 
Christchurch, New Zealand 
Fax:  + 64 3 364 2969 







Please note that participation in this study is voluntary. If your child participates, he/she 
has the right to withdraw from the study at any time without penalty. If he/she 
withdraws, I will do my best to remove any information relating to him/her, provided 
this is practically achievable. 
 
I will take particular care to ensure the confidentiality of all data gathered for this study. 
I will also take care to ensure your child’s confidentiality in publications of the findings. 
All the data will be securely stored in password protected facilities and locked storage at 
the University of Canterbury for ten years following the study. It will then be destroyed. 
 
Please note that a PhD is a public document via the University of Canterbury Library 
database. 
The results of the study may be submitted for publication to national or international 
journals or presented at educational conferences.  You may at any time ask for 
additional information or results from the study. 
If you would like more information or have any questions about the research, you can 
contact me or my supervisor Professor Koenraad Kuiper 
(kon.kuiper@canterbury.ac.nz).  If you have any concerns or complaints about this 
research, please use the contact details below.  
If you are happy to grant permission for your child to take part you will need to sign the 
consent form and return it to me in the envelope provided. Please retain this 
information sheet. Thank you for your consideration on this research project. 
 
HASLIZA ABDUL HALIM (hasliza.abdhalim@pg.canterbury.ac.nz) 










Consent Form for parents 
Project title: Restricted Verb-Phrase Collocations in Standard and Learner 
Malaysian English 
 
I understand the aims and purposes of the research study undertaken by HASLIZA ABDUL HALIM. 
 The study has been explained to me and I understand the information that was given to 
me on the information sheet.  
 I am aware that my child can withdraw from the study at any time without penalty, and 
he/she does not have to give any reason for withdrawing.  
 I understand that his/her involvement will include completing a cloze test and producing 
a written assignment (essay).   
 I understand that all information will be treated in strictest confidence, that participants 
will remain confidential and that no information that could identify my child will be given 
to other researchers or agencies. I understand that all data from this research will be 
securely stored in password protected facilities and/or locked storage at the University 
of Canterbury for ten years following the study. 
 I understand that a PhD is a public document via the University of Canterbury Library 
database. 
 I understand that within these restrictions, the findings may be used to prepare articles 
for publication in national and/or international journals and for presentation at 
conferences; that the results of the study can be made available to me at my request and 
that I can request additional information at any time.  
 I understand that I may receive either a copy of the full report or a summary of the 
findings of this study and have provided my email details below for this purpose. I realise 
that whether or not I decide to allow my child to participate is my decision and will not 
affect his/her grade. 
 I agree to grant permission for my child to participate in this research. 
 
Department of Linguistics 
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University of Canterbury 
Private Bag 4800 
Christchurch, New Zealand 
Fax:  + 64 3 364 2969 







Name  :___________________________________________________ 
Child’s name :___________________________________________________ 
Class  :___________________________________________________ 
Signed  :___________________________________________________ 
Date  :___________________________________________________ 
Email address for report: ____________________________________________ 
 
[Note: The parents/caregivers will also receive a full information sheet and will be 
required to complete a consent form as well before the child can take part in this 
research.] 
 
















Information Sheet for the participants (school students) 
Project title: Restricted Verb-Phrase Collocations in Standard and Learner 
Malaysian English 
 
My name is Hasliza Abdul Halim. I am a PhD student at the Linguistics Department, 
University of Canterbury. I am conducting a research project that looks at restricted 
verb- phrase collocations in standard and learner Malaysian English.  I am also interested 
to study the influence of exposure to English on the acquisition of Malaysian English 
restricted collocations. For examples, speakers of standard English usually say that 
students sit an exam not undergo an exam; or that someone kept a diary, rather than 
they wrote a diary. Your participation in the cloze test and your in-class written 
assignment will make an important contribution to this research. 
I would like to invite you to participate in my present study. If you agree to take part you 
will be asked to do the following: 
 Fill in the blanks in a story and give your age, gender and whether or not you are 
a native speaker of English. Your name will not be known. This will take 
approximately 30-40 minutes. 
 Write a short essay, approximately about 250-300 words. This will take 45-60 
minutes. 
Please note that participation in this study is voluntary. If you do participate, you have 
the right to withdraw from the study at any time without penalty. If you withdraw, I will 
Department of Linguistics 
School of Languages, Cultures and Linguistics 
University of Canterbury 
Private Bag 4800 
Christchurch, New Zealand 
Fax:  + 64 3 364 2969 







do my best to remove any information relating to you, provided this is practically 
achievable. 
 
I will take particular care to ensure the confidentiality of all data gathered for this study. 
I will also take care to ensure your confidentiality in publications of the findings. All the 
data will be securely stored in password protected facilities and locked storage at the 
University of Canterbury for ten years following the study. It will then be destroyed. 
 
Please note that a PhD is a public document via the University of Canterbury Library database. 
The results of the study may be submitted for publication to national or international 
journals or presented at educational conferences.  You may at any time ask for 
additional information or results from the study. 
If you would like more information or have any questions about the research, you can 
contact me or my supervisor Professor Koenraad Kuiper 
(kon.kuiper@canterbury.ac.nz).  If you have any concerns or complaints about this 
research, please use the contact details below.  
If you are happy to take part you will need to sign the consent form and return it to me 
in the envelope provided. Please retain this information sheet. I am looking forward to 
working with you and thank you in advance for your contributions. 
 
HASLIZA ABDUL HALIM (hasliza.abdhalim@pg.canterbury.ac.nz) 









Consent Form for school students 
Project title: Restricted Verb-Phrase Collocations in Standard and Learner 
Malaysian English 
 
I understand the aims and purposes of the research study undertaken by HASLIZA ABDUL HALIM. 
 The study has been explained to me and I understand the information that was given to 
me on the information sheet.  
 I am aware that I can withdraw from the study at any time without penalty, and I do not 
have to give any reason for withdrawing. I have had all questions answered to my 
satisfaction. 
 I understand that my involvement will include completing a cloze test and producing a 
written assignment (essay).   
 I understand that all information will be treated in strictest confidence, that participants 
will remain confidential and that no information that could identify me will be given to 
other researchers or agencies. I understand that all data from this research will be 
securely stored in password protected facilities and/or locked storage at the University 
of Canterbury for ten years following the study. 
 I understand that a PhD is a public document via the University of Canterbury Library 
database. 
 I understand that within these restrictions, the findings may be used to prepare articles 
for publication in national and/or international journals and for presentation at 
conferences; that the results of the study can be made available to me at my request and 
that I can request additional information at any time.  
 I understand that I may receive either a copy of the full report or a summary of the 
findings of this study and have provided my email details below for this purpose. I realise 
that whether or not I decide to participate is my decision and will not affect my grade. 




Name  :___________________________________________________ 
Class  :___________________________________________________ 
Department of Linguistics 
School of Languages, Cultures and Linguistics 
University of Canterbury 
Private Bag 4800 
Christchurch, New Zealand 
Fax:  + 64 3 364 2969 







Class teacher :___________________________________________________ 
Signed  :___________________________________________________ 
Date  :___________________________________________________ 
Email address for report: ____________________________________________ 
[Note: The parents/caregivers will also receive a full information sheet and will be 
required to complete a consent form as well before the child can take part in this 
research.] 
 

















Information Sheet for the participants (university students) 
Project title: Restricted Verb-Phrase Collocations in Standard and Learner 
Malaysian English 
 
My name is Hasliza Abdul Halim. I am a PhD student at the Linguistics Department, 
University of Canterbury. I am conducting a research project that looks at restricted 
verb- phrase collocations in standard and learner Malaysian English.  I am also interested 
to study the influence of exposure to English on the acquisition of Malaysian English 
restricted collocations. For examples, speakers of standard English usually say that 
students sit an exam not undergo an exam; or that someone kept a diary, rather than 
they wrote a diary.  Your participation in the cloze test and your in-class written 
assignment will make an important contribution to this research. 
I would like to invite you to participate in my present study. If you agree to take part you 
will be asked to do the following: 
 Fill in the blanks in a story and give your age, gender and whether or not you are 
a native speaker of English. Your name will not be known. This will take 
approximately 30-40 minutes. 
 Write a short essay, approximately about 250-300 words. This will take 45-60 
minutes. 
Please note that participation in this study is voluntary. If you do participate, you have 
the right to withdraw from the study at any time without penalty. If you withdraw, I will 
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do my best to remove any information relating to you, provided this is practically 
achievable. 
 
I will take particular care to ensure the confidentiality of all data gathered for this study. 
I will also take care to ensure your confidentiality in publications of the findings. All the 
data will be securely stored in password protected facilities and locked storage at the 
University of Canterbury for ten years following the study. It will then be destroyed. 
 
Please note that a PhD is a public document via the University of Canterbury Library database. 
 
The results of the study may be submitted for publication to national or international 
journals or presented at educational conferences.  You may at any time ask for 
additional information or results from the study. 
If you would like more information or have any questions about the research, you can 
contact me or my supervisor Professor Koenraad Kuiper 
(kon.kuiper@canterbury.ac.nz).  If you have any concerns or complaints about this 
research, please use the contact details below.  
If you are happy to take part you will need to sign the consent form and return it to me 
in the envelope provided. Please retain this information sheet. I am looking forward to 
working with you and thank you in advance for your contributions. 
 
HASLIZA ABDUL HALIM (hasliza.abdhalim@pg.canterbury.ac.nz) 









Consent Form for university students 
Project title: Restricted Verb-Phrase Collocations in Standard and Learner 
Malaysian English 
 
I understand the aims and purposes of the research study undertaken by HASLIZA ABDUL HALIM. 
 The study has been explained to me and I understand the information that was given to 
me on the information sheet.  
 I am aware that I can withdraw from the study at any time without penalty, and I do not 
have to give any reason for withdrawing. I have had all questions answered to my 
satisfaction. 
 I understand that my involvement will include completing a cloze test and producing a 
written assignment (essay).   
 I understand that all information will be treated in strictest confidence, that participants 
will remain confidential and that no information that could identify me will be given to 
other researchers or agencies. I understand that all data from this research will be 
securely stored in password protected facilities and/or locked storage at the University of 
Canterbury for ten years following the study. 
 I understand that a PhD is a public document via the University of Canterbury Library 
database. 
 I understand that within these restrictions, the findings may be used to prepare articles 
for publication in national and/or international journals and for presentation at 
conferences; that the results of the study can be made available to me at my request and 
that I can request additional information at any time.  
 I understand that I may receive either a copy of the full report or a summary of the 
findings of this study and have provided my email details below for this purpose. I realise 
that whether or not I decide to participate is my decision and will not affect my grade. 
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Thank you very much for agreeing to take part in this survey conducted by PhD student 
Hasliza Abdul Halim from the School of Languages, Cultures and Linguistics of the 
University of Canterbury, New Zealand.  
It is important for you to know that this is not a test but a survey.  The survey is about 
your knowledge of English and how that is influenced by various things. There are no 
right or wrong answers, and you do not even have to write your name on it. 
The results of this survey will be used only for research purposes so please answer 
honestly. Please read each item carefully before responding. The information we get 
from you will be vital to the success of this project.  
1. Age  : ____________     (Please do not write your 
name) 
2. Gender :_____________ 
 
3. What is your native language? English  (        )   Malay (        ) 
     Mandarin (        )  Tamil  (        ) 
     Other  (        )      Please 
specify:____________ 
 




5.What is your score for a recent test of IELTS/ TOEFL/ MUET/other examinations:  
_______________ 
 







7.What language did your teachers use when they were teaching subjects other than  
English at  
your current or previous school?_____________________________ 
 
8.What is the main language you use every day for these occasions?  
 a) formal (in class at school)-__________________ 
 b) informal/casual (reading, facebook, TV programmes, conversations)-
_______________ 
 
This survey comprises only ONE section: FILLING IN THE GAPS 
Please make sure you complete the section otherwise the survey will not have 
complete results. So just put in your best guess in the gap even if you are not sure of 
what word you think ought to go in the gap. 
 




Please read the story below and when you find a gap ( ____ ), write in the verb 


















AN AUSPICIOUS NIGHT ESCAPE AT PETALING STREET 
 
If you are planning to celebrate Chinese New Year in Kuala Lumpur you should know that 
you could not have a better place than Chinatown of Kuala Lumpur, also known as Petaling 
Street. This part of the city is prosperously decked in Chinese New Year decorations and the 
vibrant colour of the festive mood. These are all set up to welcome any visitors from any part 
of the world. Petaling Street is the traditional hub for Chinese New Year countdown every 
year. Many Malaysian Chinese come here to buy food, flowers and decorative items for the 
festive season. Among all visitors you can spot many teenagers among the bustling groups 
who come here for window shopping. I was among these buzzing groups of people who like 
to entertain ourselves looking at interesting things sold in the stalls. It was also interesting 
looking at visitors did some shopping and bargaining for cheaper deals. The visit to Petaling 
Street was a ‘must do’ activity for at least once in a fortnight. That was about ten years ago 
when I (1) ______________the responsibility of being a local university student in Kuala 
Lumpur. And this year I decided to visit one of my favourite places in Kuala Lumpur. 
With great excitement, my two friends Pei Lie and Kavitha suggested, “Let’s go to 
Chinatown!” echoing my enthusiasm to ‘re-experience’ the festive mood in KL Chinatown. 
Kavitha and I decided to pick Pei Lie up from her house at 4p.m. We stopped in front 
of a green painted double storey house. We spotted Uncle Chan was in the garden smiling 
at us. We nodded and waved at him. We saw Pei Lie rushing out and waved at us.  
“Do you think it’s going to rain, girls? I think I should bring umbrella with me.” said 
Pei Lie. 
“It’s fine Pei Lie. I do have extra umbrellas in the car. Come on, we are running late,” 
Kavitha said. 
While we were waiting for Pei Lie we heard Pei Lie’s 12 year old sister, Mei Mei 
yelled from the front window, “Don’t forget my Kung Fu chestnuts. I want two bags. You 
better buy them for me if not I will not record your favourite movie tonight.”  
“I don’t (2) ______________a hoot whether you’re willing to record that or not 
because I’ve already told Mum to do that for me,” Pei Lie shouted back. 





“Girls, (3) ______________ bickering please,” Aunty Nancy tried to calm them 
down. “I don’t want neighbours to hear you. It would be so embarrassing if Aunty Noriah and 
Aunty Devi heard you girls fighting. Pei Lie, don’t come back late. And don’t forget my 
‘longan drink’. Kavitha and Lisa please say ‘hi’ to your mothers.” 
We waved at Aunty Nancy who was standing at the front door. We passed by Uncle 
Chan. We nodded, and said a quiet ‘goodbye’ and smiled to (4) ______________our 
respect.  
Kavitha was driving the car quietly. In fact we were all silent so I said something to 
break the ice, “Pei Lie, how’s your Chinese New Year preparations? Have you bought new 
clothes and finished decorating your house. I believe you and your family are pretty busy 
right now.” 
“Hmm..”Pei Lie sighed. “We are partially done. As you know in Chinese tradition the 
preparation should begin a month prior to the New Year. We have to clean the house from 
top to bottom, then we decorate the house with red lanterns, banners and paper or plastic 
fire crackers. We also have to put up panels inscribed with calligraphic characters bearing 
theme of happiness, wealth and longevity.” 
“It’s only 2 days left to the New Year. I believe your mother must be the busiest 
person on earth doing all the preparations,” added Kavitha smiling. 
“Oh, she is. You know what she’s very rigid in terms of traditions and norms of our 
cultures and beliefs. As you know there are taboos and prohibited things that we should 
(5) ______________, otherwise misfortune may befall the family. A funny yet still strictly 
followed example is no one is allowed to sweep the floor on the first day of the New Year as 
it is considered unlucky. My mother always reminds us that, “one would accidently sweep 
away one’s good luck and fortune if they do so,” explained Pei Lie. 
“Wow, your mother is a faithful believer and the great fact is that she takes a firm 
stand to ensure your traditions are respected, “I added. 
“Yeah, there are fascinating aspects of Chinese New Year tradition and rituals that I 
admire. What the ancestors started in the past begin and still continue to take root in the 
younger generation like Mei Mei,” said Kavitha while her eyes focusing on the busy road. “I 
don’t like the traffic jam in KL. It really gives me headache.” 
“Hei, what about the ‘makan besar’ or reunion dinner” I asked Pei Lie curiously. “Is 





“The eve of New Year is considered the high point of the celebration as it is on that 
particular day that all family members from far or near will return home for the reunion 
dinner, to (6) ______________ family ties and to revive family relationship. Normally our 
dinner is made up of seafood and dumplings. We also serve ducks, prawns, braised dried 
oysters, scallops and ‘yeesang’ or prosperity vegetables. And after dinner, family members 
will try to stay up all night in adherence to ‘shou sui’, a practice which is believed to bring 
one’s parents longevity. So, to (7) ______________ time, some members would play 
mahjongs. And at the stroke of midnight, you’ll hear the firecrackers and the fireworks 
explode,” explained Pei Lie enthusiastically. 
“Fireworks and firecrackers are the best part of all,” I jumped excitedly. 
“Yes, yes, me too,” Kavitha agreed. 
Suddenly,“Oh no!” Kavitha shouted and suddenly brake the car. We heard a loud 
bang in front of us. And suddenly people started to crowd the place.  
As Kavitha was shivering, Pei Lie tried to calm her, “Stay calm Kavitha, there’s no 
need to press the panic button. We are all safe. That’s good enough.” 
“I could see a four wheeler, a Honda I guess hit a motorcyclist,” I explained. I could 
see Kavitha was (8) ______________ her teeth in frustration over what had happened just 
now. “It’s ok, Kavitha. I suggest we should take left turn to Petaling Street if not we are going 
to stuck here forever.” I felt the need to (9) ______________ my view as well.  
“Yeah, this is KL.’ I said, vent my frustration at the delay. “You can easily be hit even 
by a bus. Ahh, the traffic is so frustrating,” sighed Pei Lie. “Don’t worry, girls. We’re just 
about 5 minutes to our destination.” She tried to cheer us up. 
We parked our car near Puduraya. It was only 2-3 minutes walking to Petaling 
Street. We were just three of the many visitors who went there at this time of the year just for 
the feel of the festive excitement. Originally, Petaling Street was known as ‘Chee Cheong 
Gai’ in Cantonese, or ‘Starch Factory Street’. It was the settlement of Chinese workers from 
China since 140 years ago. 
“Wow, it looks very much different,” I murmured to myself. 
“Lisa, don’t you know that in 2003 this area has been refurbished, upgraded and 
some kind of ‘reimaged’ as Chinatown of KL. But, the project was left unfinished for few 
months. Thank God, the City Council stood up and quickly (10) ______________ the 
backlog of work on the project and finished it. I’m so happy the City Council took a very 





“Lisa, you could (11) ______________ the difference between the way the street 
was and now just from the two new large Chinese arches. They are constructed at both end 
of the street to welcome visitors, and the good thing is that the flea market has been properly 
organised and rearranged for a more tidy looking stalls,” added Pei Lie. 
“It is good as the hawkers really benefitted from the renovations. They’re making 
more money as there are more tourists visiting every day. It is really give the street a big 
boost,” explained Kavitha excitedly. 
“Ha, ha, ha. Don’t forget those who are (12) ______________ a fast buck  selling 
prohibited items like firecrackers and fake branded items like bags, watches and other 
things,” said Pei Lie. She further added, “My biggest interest in Petaling Street are its local 
meat and snacks and not to forget the assam laksa. Aaah, so nyum, nyum,” she said while 
rubbing her flat tummy. Kavitha and I could not stop laughing at her action. 
We could see hawkers have decorated their stalls with red lanterns, some red and 
gold banners and firecrackers made of plastic or papers. The night looked so amazingly 
bright. We passed by a pomelo stall. Pei Lie bought some home. 
We took our time to walk along the paved foot way. We were really enjoying the 
sights, sounds and colours of prosperity. Then, we came to our favourite stall of all, ‘longan’ 
or ‘dragon-eye’ drink stall. This is the most popular stall in Petaling Street. The good thing is 
that the stall offered a very good deal of 1.20 Ringgit Malaysia per cup. It was so irresistible. 
I believe every visitor deserves a try. I had to (13) ______________ a grip of myself for not 
getting a second cup of that drink although people say it (14) ______________ wonders for 
your complexion. As many people were crowding the stall, Pei Lie still got the chance to 
have a chat with the stall owner who was her family friend. She introduced us to him, and we 
exchanged smiles and stories. Suddenly, a loud drumming sound tried to (15) 
______________ the show. We were taken aback by a group performance of the lion 
dancers. The lion with its fierce features certainly (16) ______________ the part. It was a 
vigorous form of dance that usually performs during Chinese New Year festivals. 
Pei Lie whispered, “I guess they’re practicing for the festive day performance. We’re 
lucky today, girls”. 
The longan drink stall owner tried to (17) ______________ a joke, “Be careful girls, 
the lion might eat you up. All of us started to laugh. 
“Oh, don’t worry girls. The lion will not eat us all if Kavitha (18) ______________ the 





That was not the first time I witness the traditional dance in front of my very own 
eyes. The only difference was that this time I was standing quite close to the dancers. Yes, I 
guess I was pretty lucky. I was delighted to see how the dancers danced in full co-
ordinations and elegance. I was so amazed of how this dance lit up the auspicious day of 
Chinese New Year. It was quite exciting looking at how the dancers gave ‘life’ to a lion 
where one of them had to control the movements of the head, eyes and mouth, and the rest 
to act and move around as the body. 
“It is so amazing! I know it is not an easy task to lift the lion’s head which is adorned 
with feathers, furs and glitters. I believe it weighs from 8-12kgs,” Kavitha half shouted as the 
music and drumming were to loud. 
“You know what, at the end of the show the dancers are usually enticed with gifts. 
They would normally be ‘angpows’ (money in red packets) attached to a vegetable which a 
tied to a pole,” explained Pei Lie. “I think we should move on and visit other stalls. I need to 
get Kung Fu chestnuts for my sister. I’m (19) ______________ a big risk if forgetting my 
promise” uttered Pei Lie.  
Kavitha replied, “Yes, better for you to (20) ______________ win-win situation as 
she’s helping you with the movie recording and you reward her with Kung Fu chestnuts in 
return. What a good deal. It’s pretty fair, right?” 
I smiled. I know Pei Lie is a good sister and daughter. She’s been helping her father 
to put food on table by working hard at her job. She has been my friend since five years ago. 
I adore her for her sincere love and great friendship. 
“Ha, ha red is everywhere. It means happiness, right? Yes, that’s what I really 
experience tonight,” Kavitha half shouted. “Can we stop and get those as well?” pointing her 
finger at the hanging red lanterns. 
We came to a stall selling traditional Chinese candies made from ginger, melon, 
plums and lotus seeds. We bought few packs home. Finally, we reached the Kung Fu 
chestnuts stall.  
“This is a ‘must eat food’ in Petaling Street. I guess I should get myself more than a 
packs right, girls?” I could not wait but told the stall owner my order. 
“Yes Lisa, go for it. It’s your lucky day. I’m getting myself some as well,” replied Pei 
Lie while taking out some money from her purse. Kavitha laughed and we bought home full 





We cruised home as the clock started to strike nine. We felt tired yet so delighted to 
rediscover our so called as ‘secret rendezvous’. Both our hands were full of auspicious 





1. Shouldered responsibility 
2. Give a hoot 
3. Stop bickering 
4. Pay respect 
5. Observed taboo/prohibited things 
6. Rekindle family ties 
7. Kill time 
8. Gnash teeth 
9. Air view 
10. Cleared backlog 
11. Tell the difference 
12. Making a fast buck 
13. Get a grip of myself 
14. Does wonders 
15. Steal the show 
16. Look the part 
17. Crack a joke 
18. Foot the bill 
19. Taking a big risk 











Thank you very much for agreeing to take part in this survey conducted by PhD student 
Hasliza Abdul Halim from the School of Languages, Cultures and Linguistics of the 
University of Canterbury, New Zealand.  
 
 
This is not a test so there are no right or wrong answers, and you do not even have to write 
your name on it. The results of this survey will be used only for research purposes so please 
answer honestly. Please read each item carefully before responding. The information we 
get from you will be vital to the success of this project.  
 
 Age : ____________    (Please do not write your name) 
 Gender :_____________ 
 
 What is your native language? 
 English   (        )   Malay (        )  Mandarin (        ) 
 Tamil                    (        )  Other (        )  Please specify:________________ 
 











English   Malay 
 
 





Please make sure you complete the section. 
 









Please read the story and when you find a gap ( ____ ), write in the verb 














Don’t worry if you can’t think of a word straight away, just put in your best guess. 
 
Shannon walked into the vast, badly-decorated function room and looked around for 
faces she knew.  Tom’s hand waved frantically at her from a table near the coat check.  
Thank goodness! she thought to herself, I’m not the only one from Data Entry here!  
Shannon normally ______________ these kind of events like the plague, but her 
pushy new flatmate had convinced her a night out might be in order, especially considering 
she’d only been at the firm for a few weeks.  She walked towards Tom and was further 
relieved to see familiar faces from Accounts, which had its offices on the same floor as her 
department.  On closer inspection, she realised she knew a few others at the table – Jenny, 
who had a tendency to _______ the goat at inter-departmental health and safety 
meetings, pulling faces and telling stupid jokes; Annabel, who always looks like a startled 
deer when you ask her anything that isn’t work-related, her face going blotchy at the 
prospect of real conversation; and Jonno, who _______ every woman on the floor the 
creeps with his fake smile and lame innuendo.  It was clear that he’d already found his 
target for the evening, singling out a youngish redhead opposite Jenny.   This could be more 
tedious than I expected Shannon grumbled as she got to the table and took the empty seat 
next to Jonno.  She said a quiet hello and waited for Tom to do the proper introductions.    
“Shannon, you remember Jenny, Annabel and Jonno, don’t you?   That’s Annabel’s 
friend Kim over there, and this is Peter from Marketing, Peter, this is Shannon from Data 
Entry” Tom duly offered.   
“Hello Shannon” Peter smiled warmly and shook her hand.  Not bad, she thought, 
the night might not be a waste of makeup after all.  She looked up just in time to hear Tom 
finish the next introduction.  
“…ndy, from, erm, sorry, which division is it you’re in again?” 
“Stores”, he said tersely, “and it’s Andrew”. 
“Ah, right, sorry about that, Andrew.  And, ah, this is Shannon, from Data Entry” 
Tom rushed.  Shannon nodded, smiled wanly and mumbled something polite.  Blimey!  If 
that’s his friendly party manner then he’ll ________ the lot of us to drink!  Mind you, 
that’s likely to happen, it being the Christmas do and all.  Shannon directed her attention 
back to Peter.  He was looking at her too and trying to be heard over the deep and 
meaningful Jonno was having with the redhead.  Shannon tried to make his words out.  
Pray? Or something about a braid? A ray? 






“Dance?  You want to dance?”  He pointed at the large group of people wriggling to 
the strains of the Macarena. 
“Sure” she yelled back, happy to get the chance to chat. 
On the dance floor, Peter started talking about their colleagues moving around 
them, pointing out various departmental managers and PAs.   
“She’s really into one of those party-plan companies,” he started, nodding towards a 
brunette spinning around to Kylie Minogue, “so try not to get into a long chat with her or 
you’ll end up with endless cooking products!  She’s fanatical about _________ the 
company line, though.  And he’s the assistant manager out at the warehouse, always 
trying to ___________ the others into action.  You know, the old ‘Go team’ speech.”   
Peter sighed quietly.  “Shame though, seeing as the ‘team’ don’t exactly ___________ 
the ground he walks on.”  
“Yeah, office politics must be the same the world over!” Shannon cringed inwardly 
as she heard the dross coming out of her mouth.  Typical, as soon as anyone decent starts 
talking to me I lose about 30 IQ points!   
“So how long have you been working here?” she ventured, hoping to make up for 
her dullness.  
“Oh, ah…in the company a few years, but here in Manchester only the last eight 
months.  And you?” 
“Only a few weeks.  I needed a change from call centre work”.  Peter grinned 
knowingly at that. 
“Was that here in Manchester?” 
“No, I’d been living in Australia for a while.  I moved back and started here the next 
week” 
“You don’t _________ things by halves, do you!?”,  Peter laughed, “change jobs 
and change countries for a break!” 
“I’ll _________you into a secret” she smirked. “I wasn’t exactly mad on staying 
in Australia.  I just waited ‘til after I’d had more than enough of my job to make the 
decision.” 
“Not your cup of tea, then? All that sun and sea and sand?”  Peter looked a little 
puzzled.  Shannon could tell he thought all of Australia must be a paradise on earth. 
“There was sand, all right.  Sand and more sand and sand and snakes and spiders 





not really a country girl.  So I handed in my notice and ________ tracks for the safety of 
inner city England”.   
“Whatever makes you happy, I guess, though I don’t get how you could leave those 
temperatures!  Still, I don’t think I’d have ever ___________ up the courage to move 
over there in the first place. Manchester’s about the most exotic place I’ve ever lived.”   
“Yeah, I think the snake in my bed after a bad day at work __________ my fate 
-- I booked my flight home the next day!”    
“Yes, well, can’t say I blame you for that!”   
The music changed to something slower and they instantly moved apart, the 
uncomfortable moment echoed by other dance partners around the room. 
“Shall we go back to the table for a bit?”  Shannon nodded readily, following him 
back to the table.  She knew she was beginning to ________ a fancy to the guy, and a 
little group conversation might help her from going overboard.   
“Ah, there you are, Shannon!   Looks like you two have been getting friendly.  Nice 
dance, was it?”  Her supervisor’s comment turned her face bright red, and when she looked 
up Tom was desperately trying to _________ a straight face over the tactlessness of 
their boss.  Peter, fortunately, seemed not to have heard. 
“They’ve _______ no expense, have they?” The supervisor picked up the ‘99p 
shop’ decorations in the centrepiece. “At least the food smells promising.  Sorry, I’m Jake 
Lewis, 2IC in Data Entry.  And you’re?” 
“Peter Mayell.  Marketing manager.” Manager?! No wonder he had all the gossip!  
“My team planned the party.” 
Tom caught Shannon’s eyes, both enjoying the brief moment of discomfort Jake 
went through before Peter admitted he was pulling his leg.  Everybody at the table had a 
good laugh, but Shannon knew Jake really wanted to ________ Peter’s neck.   
“Seriously, though, aren’t they trying to ________ their belts?  You know, less 
spending on frivolous parties and more on real staff benefits.” Tom asked.  Everyone 
groaned at the shoptalk and the group quickly found some meaningless politician’s 
embarrassment to steer the direction away from work.  They’d barely started on the 
relentlessness of the tabloids when the PA system came on to announce the CEO’s presence 
and inevitable speech.   
“Good evening everyone, and thank you for coming here tonight to celebrate 
another successful year at Smith Industries” he started.  The dull hum around the room was 





margins. A quick scan of the rest of her table told Shannon most of the others were equally 
indifferent, though Peter was missing.  She cast her eyes over the neighbouring tables but 
couldn’t spot him.   Tom, meanwhile, was listening intently.  Reluctantly, she focused her 
attention back on the speech. 
 
“This year we’re doing something a bit different.  You may have noticed the slightly 
less-than-fancy decorations on the table and the jukebox in place of a DJ or band.  If you 
were thinking that the evening looked a little cheap, well, it is.  I mean, the party you can 
see is cheap.  This year, however, we thought we’d _________ last year’s Christmas 
party off the map!  If you’d like to stand up and follow Mr Mayell and Mr Thomsen out 
into the hallway, you may find yourselves pleasantly surprised.”   
Amongst the murmurs of confusion, Shannon stood up to follow Peter out.  No 
wonder he’d joked about the party – he really had organised it! 
Everyone followed Peter’s lead, into the hallway and then out onto the bus lay by 
outside.  There were a few moans about the company _____________ the bottom of 
the barrel with a bus trip before two airline coaches drew up and opened their doors. 
Inside, Peter explained to the group that the company’s heads felt the profits this 
year deserved a real ‘thank you’ to the staff.  Instead of the usual buffet, they were in fact 
taking a champagne service charter plane to Edinburgh, or more rightly a boutique hotel 
near Edinburgh, and would be meeting all the full-timers from the other two company 
offices there for the company’s first-ever ‘proper’ Christmas party.   Shocked silence turned 
into cheers and Peter headed over to sit near Shannon.   
“Jesse Thomsen’s doing the same in the other coach,” he explained, “and I couldn’t 
tell anyone what we were doing, so sorry about telling your supervisor we were pulling his 
leg!  We were, just in the ‘this isn’t really a party’ kind of way.”   He laughed again and his 
eyes sparkled.  “It’s going to be a big night!”  
She nodded in agreement. All Shannon could think about was how she was going to 
thank her flatmate for making her come out tonight.  Peter leaned towards her and quietly 
murmured something about a dinner date the next weekend.  The coach drew nearer the 
airport and the excited noises got louder.  Definitely not a waste of make up! She smiled to 
herself.  I think I might get to quite like this job! 
 






1. avoided NP of events like the plague 
2. act the goat 
3. gave NP on the floor the creeps 
4. drive NP to drink 
5. enter/join the fray 
6. toe the company line 
7. galvanise/goad/spur NP into action 
8. worship the ground he walks on 
9. do things by halves 
10. let you into a secret 
11. made tracks 
12. pluck/summon up courage 
13. sealed NP’s fate 
14. take a fancy to NP 
15. keep a straight face 
16. spared no expense 
17. wring NP’s neck 
18. tighten NP’s belts 
19. wipe NP off the map 
20. scrape the bottom of the barrel 
 
 
